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Abstract
The purpose of my research is to provide high school English instructors and
students a contemplative writing pedagogy that has the capacity to assist them in
calming their bodies and quieting their minds so that they can focus their attention,
openly explore self and others, rediscover their creativity, and reawaken their
appreciation for the art of writing. Such a pedagogy is supported by mindfulness
practices, which are exercises in moment-to-moment awareness that help to detach
the practitioner from his or her thoughts. Mindfulness practices include breathing,
walking, yoga, body scans, and visualizing; they provide quiet spaces wherein mind,
body, and soul are allowed to concentrate on and connect with a particular being,
idea, or experience. Such quiet spaces engage the whole learner, thus making
possible holistic learning and being. If students are given the space to write in a
classroom of contemplative practices, they will possibly have an increased chance at
passing state assessments, while also developing a skill that will assist them in their
own self inquiry and transformation.
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Introduction: “Free Your Mind . . . and the Rest Will Follow”
“The function of education is to create human beings who are integrated and,
therefore, intelligent. . . Intelligence is the capacity to perceive the essential, the ‘what
is.’”1
--J. Krishnamurti

A contemplative writing pedagogy supported by mindfulness practices has
the capacity to assist students in cultivating skills required to achieve state
assessments and curriculum mandates, for these practices encourage student focus,
clarity, listening, and revision. But it does more. Since contemplative practice
integrates both left and right brains, thereby inviting the whole student into the
learning process, it meets the true function of education. It is a pedagogy worth
considering because its transformative effects can be transferred outside of the
classroom enabling a more compassionate, patient, and peaceful world.
Certainly, several texts have been written regarding school reform (Kopp,
2011; Weber, 2010; Barth, 2004; Glazer, 1999; Kohn, 1999; Hirsch, 1996); my
dissertation is a contribution to those efforts. However, my work is also an
invitation for students and teachers to return to their contemplative nature and to
nourish their whole person. In the introduction to her collection of essays We Are
The Ones We Have Been Waiting For (2008), Alice Walker quotes Charles Dickens,
1

Quote taken from Krishnamurti, J. “Education and the Significance of Life.” The Essential Krishnamurti.
New York: HarperOne, 1996. 91.
2
Excerpt taken from Thich Nhat Hanh’s Peace is Every Step: The Path of Mindfulness in Everyday Life. New
York: Bantam, 1991. 26.
3
st
21 Century Schools is an independent educational company founded by Anne Shaw in 1995. It
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It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age
of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of
belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of
Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope,
it was the winter of despair, we had everything before us, we
had nothing before us, we were all going direct to heaven, we
were all going direct the other way. (Dickens 3)
Walker claims Dickens’s affirmation as—151 years later—quite apropos to this 21st
century. She maintains that although human beings are responsible for the wars,
pollution, greed, and hatred that is destroying this earth, therefore making this
period “the worst of times,” human beings have the know-how—the wisdom, the
belief, the Light, the hope—to start all over and make a new beginning. As Tracy
Chapman sings in her 1995 recording “New Beginnings,” “We can break the cycle –
We can break the chain / We can start all over – In the new beginning / We can
learn, we can teach / We can share the myths the dreams the prayer / The notion
that we can do better / Change our lives and our paths / Create a new world.” In
other words, as Walker professes in her text, June Jordan initially expressed in her
poetry, Sweet Honey in the Rock chanted in their psalms, and Barack Obama
proclaimed throughout the 2008 Presidential Elections, we are the ones we have
been waiting for. We are Mother Earth’s stewards. We are our brother and sister’s
keepers. We are wisdom, Light, and hope. If only we learned to look inside our
selves, to become reacquainted with the spirit that connects humanity, we could be
the peace that we constantly imagine.
2

Because this age is the best of times and the worst of times, I believe that
public school systems have a responsibility to engage students and teachers in heart
matters, so that we can know the best of ourselves and collectively be the new
beginnings that Chapman asks humanity to create. Imagine if we have students who
are connected to their peers, to their teachers, to literature, and ultimately, to the
world. What would our planet look like, feel like, smell like? Although family
structures, churches, and neighboring communities are just as responsible for
cultivating and nourishing spirit, the public school system is an institution with the
resources, population, and participation that can foster a change. However, in many
English composition classrooms more faith is placed in the powers of technique
than in the powers of the human heart, therefore cultivating students who may, like
the generations before them, manifest systems of war, pollution, greed, hatred,
competition, and eventually annihilation of spirit. But if schools considered
engaging the heart in student and teacher learning, just as much as the brain,
perhaps the American Public School System will do more than pull itself out of the
educational crisis that Karl Weber and Davis Guggenheim predict in Waiting for
“Superman” (2010) will threaten our economic future. Perhaps a return to heart in
America’s Public School System will reacquaint students and teachers with their
responsibility to our collective humanity.
In his “Foreword” to Mary Rose O’Reilley’s Radical Presence: Teaching As
Contemplative Practice (1999), Parker J. Palmer writes, “The ‘secrets’ of good
teaching are the same as the secrets of good living: seeing one’s self without
blinking, offering hospitality to the alien other, having compassion for suffering,
3

speaking truth to power, being present and real” (ix). With that said, in an attempt
to take Palmer’s suggestion to “rescue teaching (and loving) from [our culture’s]
gimmickry and manipulation,” (ix) I offer high school English instructors a
contemplative approach to teaching writing, as I wholeheartedly believe that it is in
the English classroom where students study (multicultural) language and literature,
and have the privilege of embracing humanity. According to Harold Bloom in
Genius: A Mosaic of One Hundred Exemplary Creative Minds (2002), “Genius, in its
writings, is our best path for reaching wisdom, which I believe to be the true use of
literature for life” (4). Bloom also claims, “Vitality is the measure of literary genius
[and that] we read in search of more life” (4). Therefore, with a contemplative
pedagogy, students can be augmented by the genius of others, while also
discovering the genius in themselves.
Although a contemplative pedagogy is not a new approach, it is an idea that is
seldom—if at all—considered in secondary public school systems. There are
programs like the Garrison Institute’s Initiative on Contemplation and Education
that offers workshops for K-12 instructors. However, although these practicums
offer contemplative activities that strengthen students’ attunement with others,
emotional self-regulation, awareness, and resilience, they do not offer
contemplation as a pedagogy. Discussion on contemplative practices are most
evident in institutions of higher education where for many students and teachers, it
is the first time they are being called to contemplative practices, such as
mindfulness and compassion, in the classroom. Authors like Marilyn Nelson, David
Kahane, Arthur Zajonc, and Clifford Hill, address the matter of contemplative
4

practice in higher education. In secondary education and two-year college English
classrooms, the clearest voices are those expressed in The English Journal and
English Education, organs of the National Council of Teachers of English. Articles in
these journals, like the books of those addressing higher education curricula have a
contemplative pedagogical thrust. My work seems to not only identify and describe
contemplative pedagogical practices, but to also articulate a conceptual and
theoretical framework within which these practices might be better understood
and, therefore, more effectively implemented.
Using Palmer’s “‘secrets’ of good teaching,” I assert that writing exercises
informed by a contemplative pedagogical approach will open a space, first, for
teachers and students to recall their own purpose(s) for being in the classroom.
And through this self-reflection, I believe teachers will be inspired to keep in mind
(or create) the philosophy by which they will carefully instruct—to “speak truth to
power [and] be present and real.” I also argue that a contemplative writing
pedagogy will encourage teachers to be mindful of their students’ being, (and viceversa), and to create assignments that are accessible and relevant to students—to
“offer hospitality to the alien other [and] to have compassion for suffering.”
Moreover, a contemplative approach in high school English classrooms will offer
teachers and students a practice in “listening, being present, receiving others, and
being truthful”—a practice whereby students and teachers spiritually evolve and
commune.

5

What is Contemplation?
A simple dictionary definition of contemplation includes the act of
thoughtfully looking, speculating, observing, pondering, reflecting, musing, mulling
over, ruminating, and meditating. Such practices are seemingly evident in high
school English classrooms, though students are participating in surface level
contemplation. For, students are required to “speculate” about an author’s
intentions, to “observe” the author’s and/or the character(s) tone, to “reflect” on
their own personal experiences in relationship to an author’s or a character’s
experiences, and to “ponder” a story’s plot—actions which are also required of them
as student authors. Likewise, in high school math, social studies, and science
classrooms, students are more or less “contemplating” content when they are
expected to “mull over” and “ruminate” on numerical equations, current events, and
science experiments, or in their art classes, when they are asked to “thoughtfully
look” at shapes and colors, while their music instructors require them to “deeply
listen” for tone and pitch. However, although students and teachers appear to be
taking contemplative approaches to learning, I question if students are mulling,
ruminating, thoughtfully looking, or deeply listening on their own terms? Are
students’ minds free from their teacher’s voice, her expectations, her politics,
and/or her grading systems? Is the teacher’s approach to instruction new and nonjudgmental? Is it slow? Is contemplation really happening in traditional classrooms
where both students and teachers are typically following a one-size-fits-all model of
instruction? Considering the difficulty most high school students have with reading
and writing, in particular, I am under the impression that both students and
6

teachers need to be introduced to what contemplation means in context of how it
can be implemented in the traditional classroom as a vehicle by which learning
becomes freeing, personalized, and wonder-filled. And so, I am using the terms
contemplation to mean being present and receptive to what is and mindfulness
practices as exercises that allow the mind to relax so that contemplation in depth
may occur.
Religion, Spirituality, and Contemplation
Since 1979, when a federal appeals court ruled that a New Jersey public
school could not legally sponsor Transcendental Meditation because of its religious
underpinning, the idea of bringing meditation into the classroom has been met with
controversy among parents and various officials who argue for the separation of
church and state (AUSCS, 2006). However, despite the notion that meditation is
solely a religious or spiritual act of sitting cross-legged on an oversized pillow with
one’s eyes closed, chanting OM in front of a marbled Buddha (or Jesus) surrounded
by candles and incense, mindfulness is a practice that everyone can engage in
regardless of his or her religious affiliations and/or spiritual beliefs. In actuality,
according to Mary Rose O’Reilley (1998), contemplative practices are integral to the
human condition: “By nature, we crave food and love and silence. So, though we
may try to avoid becoming contemplatives, in a sense we are already there” (5).
Why then, if contemplation is innate to the human condition, is suggesting a
contemplative pedagogical framework in public high school classrooms often
considered an infringement upon students and teachers’ religious and/or spiritual
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ethos? Perhaps the bias in popular media regarding to whom spirituality and
religion belong contributes to these feelings of violation.
Undoubtedly, renowned religious and spiritual mystic leaders such as the
Dalai Lama (Buddhist Monk), Meister Eckhart (Christian Neoplatonist), Thomas
Merton (Catholic Trappist Monk), Thich Nhat Hanh (Zen Buddhist Monk), Rumi
(Sufist), Lao Tzu (Taoist), and Teresa of Avila (Roman Catholic) encourage
meditation as a way of being in one’s spirit, and therefore, meditation for the nonbeliever may seem unattractive, or less magical, especially if he or she doesn’t
believe in God, spirit, or Eastern practices. In addition, amazon.com’s best-selling
texts on meditation include authors such as Jon Kabat-Zinn, Chogyam Rinpoche,
Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, Eckhart Tolle, and Pema Chödrön, all of whom claim a
religious order or believe in spirituality. Hence, the individual searching Internet
book sellers for references on meditation may be misled into believing that because
aforementioned authors speak about meditation from their religious and spiritual
doctrines, that he or she, as a non-believer, cannot appreciate the utility of
meditation among lay people—including teachers and their students. Furthermore,
Ryan Murphy’s 2010 adaptation of Mary Elizabeth Gilbert’s Eat, Pray, Love, (the
most recent box office film about meditation), implicates meditation as the basis of
spirituality, religious expression, and enlightenment. Oprah Winfrey, the former
daytime television demigoddess, who endorsed Gilbert and her memoir, has also
sanctioned miracle worker John of God, Yoruba priestess Iyalana Vanzant, mindbody doctor Deepak Chopra, as well as Thich Nhat Hanh, Jon Kabat-Zinn, and Pema
Chödrön, dialoguing with millions of viewers for 25 years about spirituality’s role in
8

self-reflection and self-empowerment. Clearly, with the influence media has on
people’s collective knowledge, one’s misconception that meditation belongs solely to
the spiritual or religious—or even the elite—is not farfetched. The close
relationship that contemplative spirituality shares with religion hampers the
introduction of contemplative modalities into the traditional classroom.
Nonetheless, leading educational theorists and authors such as bell hooks, Parker
Palmer, Arthur Zajonc, and Steven Glazer promote spirituality in education as a
means of forging relationships with students in order to inspire in them inquiry,
wonderment, creativity, reflection, community, and agency.
According to Steven Glazer (1999), “In thinking about spirituality in
education . . . slogans like ‘prayer in schools,’ or ‘separation of church and state’
[become] heavily politicized, divisive, and dangerously electric” (1). He claims that
these slogans divide society into sides such as: “believer versus nonbeliever;
conservative versus liberal; right versus left; fundamentalist versus moderate;
spiritualist versus materialist,” and argues that some people are afraid of prayer in
schools because they are “afraid of the indoctrination of particular beliefs, values,
and habits on themselves or their children” (1-2). Glazer agrees that such an
imposition is disrespectful because it denies experience; he then declares:
Out of this fear of imposition, however, a great tragedy has
taken place in our public schools: the wholesale abandonment
of the inner world. This fear has allowed us to ignore in our
classrooms (and lives) the existence of the inner realm, the
realm of spiritual formation, of spiritual identity. This is a
9

crucial mistake. By not pointing out the inside, the doorway to
awareness, self-knowledge, and wholeness is lost. [author’s
parenthetical inclusion] (2)
Sadly, the idea of spirituality in public education is still perilous for many
who define spirituality as religion. Although meditation is conceived as an integral
part of spirituality, spirituality and religion are not the same. Therefore, because
contemplation and/or mindfulness meditation carry such strong association with
spirituality, the difference between religion and spirituality must be defined in
order to encourage a free space for contemplative practices in public high school
classrooms. I offer a few definitions that explicate the difference between religion
and spirituality here:
Spirituality is not religion, for it does not matter to which church you
belong or the religious philosophy you follow. Religion offers a way,
the rules and regulations, to approach the concept of God. . . .
Spirituality, on the other hand, means that you recognize, accept, and
are aligned in your individual connection to the Creator and use that
‘spiritual connection’ as your guiding force. This connection leads to
peace, fulfillment, happiness, and abundance because it enables you
to overcome the limitations of the physical mind and body by putting
you in touch with the true source of power—the spirit of the Creator
God. [emphasis mine] (Vanzant 32-33)
Religion I take to be concerned with faith in the claims to salvation of
one faith tradition or another, an aspect of which is acceptance of
some form of metaphysical or supernatural reality, including
perhaps an idea of heaven or nirvana. Connected with this are
religious teachings or dogma, ritual, prayer, and so on. Spirituality, I
take to be concerned with those qualities of human spirit—such as
love and compassion, patience, tolerance, forgiveness, contentment,
a sense of responsibility, a sense of harmony—which brings
happiness to both self and others. (Dalai Lama 22)
Religion is orthodoxy, rules, and historical scriptures maintained by
people over long periods of time. . . .These are customs and
expectations from outside of the person. . . . Spirituality is from
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within, the result of recognition, realization, and reverence. (Dyer
10)
[R]eligion can be spiritual though not automatically. . . . spirituality is
a more inclusive consciousness that allows for exploration of many,
even heterodox, avenues to the divine. (Hull 40)

Simply put, spirituality is a personal connection with whatever and
whomever an individual deems is the Source of life. Be it God, nature, or love,
spirituality encourages an individual to make a personal commitment to sustaining
the earth with the innate qualities that make us human. Spirituality transcends
dogma. It is not fixed on one particular ritual or prayer; instead, spirituality creates
a space of liberty. According to Thomas Merton, “It is possible for someone to
remain faithful to a Christian and Western monastic commitment, and yet learn in
depth from, say, a Buddhist or Hindu discipline and experience” (Lanzetta 107).
Moreover, spirituality does not require a belief in any particular deity. One does not
have to believe in God, or Ganesha, or Orisha to be considered spiritual. Yet, even
these differentiations between spirituality and religion do little to encourage
spirituality in the public classroom.
Indeed, spirituality and religion are overlapping theories, and surely
meditation overlaps with spirituality. However, a practice of mindfulness—which is
practicing awareness—is neither matter of belief nor dogma, but is available to all
as a means of perfecting one’s humanity; in the classroom it is a method of training
attention.
While an attempt to develop a formalized spiritual pedagogy is often met
with opposition, the fact is that teachers like myself are regenerating and
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reawakening the spirit within students every day. Palmer (1993) succinctly states,
“[A spirituality of education] invites a host of resistances, distortions, and
misunderstandings. Education is supposed to deal with the tangible realities of
science and the marketplace. Spirituality is supposed to address an invisible world
whose reality is dubious at best” (10). He claims that because “the nurture of
spiritual life is regarded as a function of family and church . . . any effort to recover
the spiritual grounds of education seems to run into that wall of separation we have
erected between sacred and secular, private and public, the church and the state”
(10). However, as a former public high school teacher, I have been required to cross
those walls of separation in order to facilitate the learning process; doing so is
inevitable, for students often come to the classroom with injured spirits, which keep
them from asserting themselves in the classroom. Hence, although I was titled
“school teacher,” at times, I had to make the classroom a sacred space and nurture
my students’ spiritual selves so that they could function. A spiritual pedagogy could
make a significant difference but is still so taboo amongst secondary public school
systems that an attempt to implement one would likely result in divisiveness.
Therefore, I, and many others in the field of contemplative education, suggest a
contemplative pedagogy, for as defined by the Oxford Education Dictionary,
contemplation is not an exercise in spirituality, but is “the action of beholding or
looking at with attention and thought; the action of thinking about a thing
continuously; attentive consideration, study.” Hence, contemplation is not limited to
the spiritualists or any one particular individual. For, as an exercise in deep
concentration, contemplation is for everyone.
12
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Since contemplation is not about one’s religious and/or spiritual affiliations,
it is less likely to cause division between individuals or create feelings of
indoctrination which incite people to defend themselves by rejecting other
possibilities. In reality, contemplation has much to do with awareness, as practices
in mindfulness encourage individuals to pay attention to the present moment
carefully, holistically, openly, and non-judgmentally. According to Kabat-Zinn
(2006):
There is nothing particularly Buddhist about paying attention
or about awareness, nor anything particularly Eastern or
Western, or Northern or Southern . . . the essence of
mindfulness is truly universal. It has more to do with the
nature of the human mind than it does with ideology, beliefs, or
culture. It has more to do with our capacity for knowing . . .
than with a particular religion, philosophy, or view. (110)
In other words, contemplation involves the mind, as well as a knowing that goes
beyond the mind. It, therefore, does not require belief in anything but one’s self and
his or her capacity for paying attention.
Reading poetry, listening to music, painting a picture, bicycling, or even
washing the dishes—all the while being aware of what it is one is doing at that
present moment—are practices in mindfulness, which is an expression of
contemplation. Deeply concentrating on any practice in an attempt to open a space
for new ideas and feelings, and new ways of being in the world, then becomes
13

meditation. It is one’s uninterrupted concentration—one’s musing or mulling over
that poem, that song, that picture, that path, that dish that becomes the
contemplative act. It’s like staring at one of those images that at first glance looks
like an old lady, but as one continues to gaze on that same image, one sees other
images that one didn’t see before. In his popular lesson, “Washing the dishes to
wash the dishes,”2 Thich Nhat Hanh, frames mindfulness as follows:
While washing the dishes one should only be washing the
dishes, which means that while washing the dishes one should
be completely aware of the fact that one is washing the dishes. .
. . The fact that I am standing there and washing these bowls is
a wondrous reality. I’m being completely myself, following my
breath, conscious of my presence, and conscious of my
thoughts and actions. There’s no way I can be tossed around
mindlessly like a bottle slapped here and there on the waves.
(4)
Hence, mindfulness is complete engagement with whatever it is one is doing. In
Kabat-Zinn’s words, meditation is “being in relationship to the present moment and
to one’s own mind and one’s own experience”—“a way of being appropriate to the
circumstances one finds oneself in, in any and every moment” (58-59). So then, how
does contemplation, via mindfulness practices, figure into the high school English
classroom? With mindfulness as its vehicle, a contemplative pedagogy can work to
create a free—perhaps untapped—space for inquiry, creativity, self-reflection, and
2

Excerpt taken from Thich Nhat Hanh’s Peace is Every Step: The Path of Mindfulness in Everyday Life. New
York: Bantam, 1991. 26.

14

self-intimacy within the traditional English classroom. It invites the whole learner
into the classroom, therefore encouraging a sense of agency and integrity that is
often neglected in a classroom based on outcomes alone.
Furthermore, if the purpose of education as defined by 21st Century Schools3
is to “enable individuals to reach their full potential as human beings,” then today’s
secondary schools can indeed benefit from a contemplative pedagogy. And so, I
invite the consideration of mindfulness in the English classroom, as it is a practice
that encourages deep thinking, focus, creativity, inquiry, and intimacy with the self
and others.
“Free your mind and your ass will follow,” sing The Funkadelics4. “[O]pen up
your funky mind and you can fly.” Since a free mind encourages a person to
relinquish inhibitions so that he or she can be as free as a bird, then surely a
contemplative pedagogy supported by mindfulness practices is beneficial to student

3

st

21 Century Schools is an independent educational company founded by Anne Shaw in 1995. It
specializes in non-traditional ways of curriculum development and learning. Although it carries a similar
st
st
name, 21 Century Schools is not the federal government program, 21 Century Community Learning
Center. However, both programs share similar ideas about educational design. More information about
st
21 Century Schools can be found at www.21stcenturyschools.com.
4
In 1970 American funk band The Funkadelics released their second album Free Your Mind . . . and Your
Ass Will Follow—which is also the title of its first track. This initial track inspired female R&B group En
Vogue’s 1992 hit single “Free Your Mind . . . and the Rest Will Follow,” wherein the singers encourage
listeners to “be color blind, don’t be so shallow.” While En Vogue’s version argues against racism, sexism,
and classism, (and its clean title names a portion of my dissertation), The Funkadelics’ piece expresses a
yearning for autonomy, for which my dissertation partly argues. According to music compiler and DJ Dean
Rudland, The Funkadelics’ original cut “introduces the subversion of Christian themes [that] describ[e] a
mystical approach to salvation in which ‘the Kingdom of Heaven is within’ and achievable through freeing
one’s mind” (5). Certainly, The Funkadelics—who derived their names from the psychadelics—believed in
one’s ability to alter one’s consciousness in an attempt to reach the internal peace that is smothered by
society’s hyperactive (and white patriarchal) culture. Despite their use of hallucinogens to access and
develop their minds, The Funkadelics were aware of the mind’s need to be freed from dominating
structures and ideas that separated them from their authentic selves. Furthermore, just like Zen
Buddhists, The Funkadelics also believed (as illustrated in their song) that a trained mind has the capacity
to bring one into enlightenment.
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learners. As it relates to the classroom situation, mindfulness has the capacity to
transform students into deep thinkers.

16
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Part One
Understanding Contemplative Practices: An Exploration in Mindfulness
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Fire5 by Judy Brown
What makes a fire burn
is space between the logs,
a breathing space.
Too much of a good thing,
too many logs
packed in too tight
can douse the flames
almost as surely
as a pail of water would.
So building fires
requires attention
to the spaces in between,
as much as to the wood.
When we are able to build
open spaces
in the same way
we have learned
to pile on the logs,
then we can come to see how
it is fuel, and absence of fuel
together, that make fire possible.
We only need to lay a log
lightly from time to time.
A fire
grows
simply because the space is there,
with openings
in which the flame
that knows just how it wants to burn
can find its way.

5

Teaching with Fire: Poetry that Sustains the Courage to Teach. Eds. Sam M. Intrator and Megan Scribner.
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2003. 89.
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Introduction: How I Stumbled Upon Contemplative Classroom Practices
“To teach is to create a space.” 6
-- Parker Palmer

As a graduate student at the University of South Florida (USF), Tampa, I took
two classes that transformed my way of being a student, a teacher, a Christian, a
woman—a human. Dr. Deborah G. Plant’s Spirituality in Africana Cultures and Dr.
Gurleen Grewal’s Women’s Spiritual Memoirs was my—as Joan Tollifson’s subtitle to
her Bare Bones Meditation states—“waking up from the story of my life.”
Undoubtedly, I oscillate between sleep and wakefulness since taking those classes
three or so years ago; however, as a result of their contemplative approaches to
teaching, grading, and conferencing, as a result of their required contemplative
reading and writing practices that preceded final graded assignments, and as a
result of the contemplative way of being that they exuded in their very humanity, I
have been made aware of my unconsciousness. I have been made aware of my
mind’s ability to trap me in its cascade of thoughts. And although I oscillate between
knowing and not knowing—sleeping and wakefulness—Dr. Plant and Dr. Grewal
have conjured in me a strong desire to practice knowing and being with myself just
as I am. Jon Kabat-Zinn calls such a practice embracing the “full catastrophe of
living” (5). Indeed, the thought of embracing the “full catastrophe” of my life seems
6

Palmer, Parker. To Know As We Are Known: Education As A Spiritual Journey. New York: HarperOne,
1983. 69.
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quite challenging when the world—with all of its distractions—keeps me busy
enough to not have to engage in introspection.
I began to reflect upon my life after reading assigned memoirs: texts such as
Malidoma Patrice Somé’s Of Water and the Spirit challenged me to consider how my
African American traditions are indoctrinated by European ideologies, while
Randall Robinson’s Defending the Spirit, encouraged me by his example to remain
humane in the face of inhumane conditions. Alice Walker’s We Are the Ones We
Have Been Waiting For dared me to become an active participant in sustaining
Mother Earth, while Dorothy Allison’s Two or Three Things I Know for Sure exposed
me to the relationship amongst racism, classism, and sexism. And Mary Rose
O’Reilley’s The Barn at the End of the World validated for me the interrelationship of
diverse religions, while Sue Monk Kidd’s Dance of the Dissident Daughter made me
aware of the effects of gender bias and uncovered the depth of women’s vitality.
Each of these memoirs, whose authors “got ovuh” various ills brought on by social
concepts, invited me to reflect on the concepts that I believe have defined me all my
life. Together, the authors—ranging from African male to poor white female—
affirm that the human spirit is a divine energy that connects all human beings and
makes possible the peace and freedom we literally die for. However, because
human beings are products of a consumerist culture that has conditioned us to
believe that peace and freedom are equivalent to wealth, materialism, and power—a
belief that structures the current patriarchal system that has pushed many people of
color to the end of the margins, that has reinforced patriarchal tendencies, and that
has pitted many religious institutions against others—human beings search for
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peace and freedom in everything but themselves. Somé and others had initiated my
quest of self beyond the preconceived concepts of myself.
Engaging with the aforementioned works of literature, while also practicing
theories associated with expressivism and critical thinking, disrupted my fixed ideas
regarding race, gender, class, and religion/spirituality; contemplative inquiry
disrupted my perception of my very self. I was being unattached from my black
skin, my sexual preference, and my gender, while letting go of all the judgments and
expectations that came with being an African American lesbian woman. I was
literally in a matrix of dis-identification. Yet, although these profound inquiries
made me unsure of the self I had known for the past 30 years, unsure if God was
God, and unsure of any future I had planned for myself, I felt more alive. (Shaking
my head.) How can the letting go of everything you practically lived for, that
practically defined you, make you feel so alive? So purposeful?
After being exposed to contemplative classroom practices, I tried taking a
contemplative approach to teaching my own writing classes. I encouraged each
student to write a quote of the day on the board that they were required to share
with their classmates during the last ten minutes of class time. Instead of buying
into the popular belief that underlined their quotes’ meaning, I shook up their
preconceived notions via a series of inquiries that boldly conflicted with their biased
perceptions. Although it seems I was playing the devil’s advocate, which also has
the effect of allowing people to see through another window, unlike the DA, I wasn’t
challenging students to see and become fixed again on an alternative idea. Instead,
through inquiry on top of inquiry, I was challenging students to see that all of their
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thoughts are just that: thoughts; and although those thoughts have a bearing on who
we “think” we are, we are not our thoughts. I wanted my students to free their
minds from those destructive preconceived notions about themselves and the Other
so that they could experience the aliveness I felt as a student in a contemplative
classroom.
I believed I directed some—a very few—students to new ideas. But I had not
accomplished any real transformation. I hadn’t seemed to grasp the ability to direct
students into acknowledging and letting go of thoughts so that they won’t get stuck
in their mind’s compulsive chattering, which creates a stuckness that keeps people
looking outside of themselves for peace and freedom. So what about my
“contemplative” approach to teaching was keeping my students from obtaining this
freedom—this aliveness—that I was able to retrieve after taking Dr. Plant and Dr.
Grewal’s classes? How was I able to read, discuss, and write about Somé, Robinson,
Walker, Allison, O’Reilley, and Kidd with a “beginner’s mind” that enabled me to
approach fixed systems as if approaching them for the very first time in my life?
How was I able to make connections with the earth, with white women, and with
Quaker philosophy? What conjured my loving-kindness for “the other,” even when
that “other” was an oppressor?
As I recall Dr. Plant and Dr. Grewal’s classroom conditions, I remember
African drums or the Staple Singers playing in the background; I remember guided
breathing meditations before class discussions. I remember sitting in a circle, facing
one another, calling each other by our names. I remember eating together, as more
than a community of learners, but as friends. I remember closing classes with
24

mindful walking. “Walk slowly and carefully,” said Dr. Grewal. “Pay attention to
your breath. Feel your feet touching the ground. Let go of the idea that you have to
get somewhere at some specific time. Just be with your walking.” All of these
practices are exercises in mindfulness, which assists people in relinquishing the
inner busyness that Kabat-Zinn says prohibits us from either experiencing the
texture of our life experiences or discounting its value and meaning. In other words,
in order to train my mind for openly reading and writing about texts so that I can
transcend my conditioned way of thinking about people, places, things, and ideas—a
thinking that is fueled by the mind’s tendency to attach to those thoughts—Dr. Plant
and Dr. Grewal integrated contemplative practices into their traditional classroom
settings. Hence, as the class listened to meditative music, participated in breathing
meditations, forged relationships, and walked with intention, we were
strengthening the mind’s ability to let go of fixed ideas so that through our
encounters with literature we could be present to our lives. Thus, our literature
classes became a practice in mindfulness—and that is what was lost in my
instruction.
The purpose of my research is to examine the possibilities for a
contemplative pedagogy in high school English classrooms. My dissertation is
focused on developing a teaching philosophy and describing a contemplative
pedagogical praxis for it. Further, my dissertation aims at offering high school
English instructors a teaching philosophy that encourages them, foremost, to forge
community in the classroom. This teaching philosophy that I propose is also one
from which instructors can form mindful teaching methods, as well as engage in
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meaningful reading and writing activities that encourage student agency and
relationship with others. With a contemplative pedagogy, whose major tenet is
mindfulness, I intend to offer instructors an English classroom wherein the brain
and the heart are integrated. In other words, as Parker Palmer suggests in To Know
As We Are Known, I intend to assist teachers in creating a space that invites the
whole student—mind, body, and heart—into the classroom.
My contemplative approaches to teaching writing failed to be relevant and
transformative because I lacked the pedagogical foundation for it—a fact that I now
realize also affected my ability to transform the secondary English classroom that I
taught four years prior to attending USF. I have since been awakened to new ways
of knowing: transformation, I believe, is the purpose of education. In the chapters
that follow, I offer students and teachers a contemplative pedagogy intended to give
them the tools that will enable them to experience the peace and freedom inherent
in the still, quiet gaps of their deepest selves.
In Chapter One, “A Review of Literature: An Examination of the Major
Theorists Who Inform My Work,” I examine the major works of Jon Kabat-Zinn,
Tobin Hart, and Arthur Zajonc, who have contributed to the current discourse and
theories regarding mindful classroom practices; their theories inform the
mindfulness practices of many scholars and educators, including Mary Rose
O’Reilley, Deborah Schoeberlein, and Maria Lichtmann. Since mindfulness is
Buddhist influenced and spiritual teachers like Thich Nhat Hanh have made
significant contributions to literature about mindfulness practices, while I do not
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include his works in my literary review, I discuss his approach to mindfulness
practice in Chapter 3.
Chapter Two, “The Outcomes of Going In: A Brief Overview of the Results of
Mindfulness Practices among School Children,” provides readers a summary of the
effects that mindfulness practices have had on school children. I begin this chapter
with an examination of Garrison Institute’s 2005 Mapping Report, which compared
the contemplative practices and programs of 80 varying schools. Then I provide
feedback from mindfulness organizations that assist students and teachers in
integrating contemplative practices into their traditional classroom. I end this
chapter with an examination of teacher testimonies, most of which come from
elementary schools in the Northeast coast of the United States.
In Chapter Three, “Contemplative Pedagogy: Integrating Mindfulness in the
High School English Classroom,” I offer teachers and students a contemplative
pedagogy that can be integrated into their traditional classroom practices. While
many K-12 teachers whose scholarship I have reviewed document integrating
transcendental meditation (TM) into their classroom practices, few discuss other
mindfulness exercises such as walking, body scans, and visualizing (to be discussed
in Chapter 6) that can also be incorporated into the classroom and assist students in
focusing and tapping into unknown sources, just as instructors claim TM makes
possible. Hence, I borrow from Jon Kabat-Zinn’s Full Catastrophe Living and Thich
Nhat Hanh’s Peace is Every Step to provide teachers additional mindful practices that
they can engage in with their students.
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Chapter One: A Review of Literature: An Examination of the Major Theorists
Who Inform My Understanding of Mindfulness and Contemplation
“Once we forget how to look to our inner experience as a resource for knowledge and
understanding, we lose resourcefulness, connectedness, our sense of well-being, and
confidence. Feeling broken or incomplete, we begin a potentially endless, exhausting
search outside for something that in fact can only be found within.” 7
--Steven Glazer
“We cannot forsake our hearts and yet we cannot abandon our minds. How
shall we bring together these two lines of sight? How shall we use both eyes to create
not a blurry double image but one world, in all its dimensions, healed and made
whole?” 8
--Parker Palmer
Integrating mindfulness practices into the traditional classroom seems
beyond the scope of most teachers’ idea of what should happen in the classroom—
despite the scholarship and initiatives that urge for its inclusion. Even more out of
the ordinary is including contemplative practices into secondary high school
classrooms. There are reasons for this. Firstly, discourse that advocates for
integrating mindfulness programs into traditional classrooms comes from either the
medical field (Jon Kabat-Zinn, Paul Pearsall, and Daniel Siegel) or post-secondary
institutions (Arthur Zajonc, Parker Palmer, Mary Rose O’Reilley, and the Center for
7

The Heart of Learning: Spirituality in Education. Ed. Steven Glazer. New York: Penguin. Putnam, Inc.,
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Contemplative Mind in Society). Secondly, mindfulness practices are not based on
logical thinking, and therefore, student success with contemplative practices cannot
be measured, which deters curriculum developers from even considering it a
method for student improvement. Moreover, contemplative practices and programs
that have been assessed (see Garrison Institute’s 2005 Contemplative Techniques in
K-12 Education: A Mapping Report) are inconsistent; because they fail to use
standard research methodology, it makes interpreting results difficult, further
discouraging any consideration of its significance to current classroom practices.
Still, however, there are several mindfulness organizations (Mindful Schools,
Association for Mindful Education, Garrison Institute) that do speak to the desires of
K-12 teachers interested in contemplative classroom practices. Yet, very little
literature in this growing field specifically addresses the high school teacher,
particularly the high school English teacher. With the exception of a few English
educators and scholars (Burnham, 1992; Kirsch, 2009; Nelson, 2006; Brady, 2011;
Altobello, 2007) who have contributed insights regarding their contemplative
classroom practices, there is very little discussion about mindful reading and
writing practices that can be integrated into a high school English classroom as
focusing exercises that potentially lead to student affirmation and transformation.
Here, in this gap, is where I make my contribution to mindfulness theory and
practice; addressing this need is my humble attempt at extending the current
discourse.
To illustrate the possibilities for integrating a contemplative pedagogy in
high school English classrooms, I examine some notable scholarly contributors that
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influence mindfulness practices and contemplative theories within academia. I
begin this chapter with an extensive examination of Jon Kabat-Zinn’s
groundbreaking Full Catastrophe Living (1991), for many educators use his
mindfulness program as a prototype for their own mindfulness instruction; his
program is explicated in his 1991 text and can be used as a point of departure. I
then examine Tobin Hart and Arthur Zajonc, whose ideas for contemplative
practices are intended to do more than train the mind in attention as Kabat-Zinn’s
program aims, but are discussed as exercises that free students’ minds in order to
make possible (1) transformation—knowing that transforms current concepts of
knowledge, and (2) “interbeing”9—knowing that becomes loving through
interconnecting with “the other.” The practices and theories expressed in this
Review of Literature are integral to what I believe contemplative pedagogies should
do: free students’ minds in an effort to assist them in breaking through limited
concepts that prohibit them from self-affirming, transforming, and connecting
compassionately with themselves and other beings, human and nonhuman, while
also equipping them with techniques to achieve curriculum goals and state
benchmarks.
*

*

*

Jon Kabat-Zinn’s 30-year-old Stress Reduction and Relaxation Program
(SRRP) has informed many academic contemplative programs and practices (Roeser
& Peck, 2009; Brown & Ryan, 2003; Holland, 2004; Naropa University’s
Contemplative Education Program; Garrison Institute’s CARE Initiative) probably
9

Thich Nhat Hanh introduces the idea of “interbeing” in his 1992 text, Peace is Every Step: The Path of
Mindfulness in Everyday Life.
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because its documented study proves that people who engage in contemplative
practices can improve their biological functions. Physiologists (Pearsall, 1989;
Siegel, 2007) claim that mindfulness practices increase heart-brain synchronization,
and therefore, also increase a student’s ability to pay attention. According to
educational theorist Tobin Hart, “Performance, behavior, and depth are tied to
attention, [and] teachers quickly recognize that a student’s ability to direct and
sustain his or her attention toward a task at hand has a direct impact on success”
(2004, 32). More specifically, educators who have adopted Kabat-Zinn’s SRRP for
their own mindfulness classroom practices and programs believe that students,
especially those elementary aged, tagged “at-risk,” and suffering from ADHD,
improve their brain’s ability to perform so that clear thinking is possible. They
contend that contemplative practices will offer students the tools they need to get
through the misbehaviors, short attention spans, various high school conditions,
stress, and lack of confidence that distract them from succeeding academically.
Thus, integrating contemplative practices into traditional classroom experiences
have the potential to give students and teachers a more meaningful learning
experience. With that said, Kabat-Zinn’s SRRP serves as an integral model to
understanding and implementing mindfulness practices into classroom instruction.
In his 1991 Full Catastrophe Living: Using the Wisdom of Your Body and Mind
to Face Stress, Pain, and Illness, Jon Kabat-Zinn encourages readers to delve into selfdevelopment, self-discovery, learning, and healing via mindfulness practices. Using
data from his clinical experiences at the University of Massachusetts Medical
Center’s eight-week Stress Reduction and Relaxation Program, Kabat-Zinn
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illustrates the effect of behavioral medicine, which he says believes “mental and
emotional factors, the ways in which we think and behave, can have a significant
effect, for better or worse, on our physical health and on our capacity to recover
from illness and injury” (1). In other words, human beings’ thoughts and feelings
impact their health.
In his eight-week program, patients with various stress-related issues engage
in practices such as sitting meditation, body scans, walking meditation, and yoga,
which Kabat-Zinn says are practices that encourage “moment-to-moment
awareness” (2). He notes, “[Mindfulness] is cultivated by purposely paying
attention to things we ordinarily never give a moment’s thought to. It is systematic
approach to developing new kinds of control and wisdom in our lives, based on our
inner capacities for relaxation, paying attention, awareness, and insight” (2).
Simply, his patients practice training their minds to an attention that keeps them
from dwelling on pain and suffering to the point of becoming their pain and
suffering; instead, patients acknowledge their thoughts and feelings and practice
letting go of them—disempowering them, if you will. Once patients have quieted
their chattering minds, vitality, creativity, happiness, and well-being are made
possible, for in moment-to-moment awareness, the mind is free and no longer clings
to ideas that heighten and maintain emotional and physical suffering.
Surely, students, like adults, are stressed, and many of them are also stricken
with the very illnesses that Kabat-Zinn explores in his text. Students’ stress,
however, in addition to prohibiting them from maintaining healthy relationships,
performing efficiently on after-school jobs, and sustaining their well-being, prohibit
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them from focusing on and/or excelling at school requirements—a dilemma most
adults no longer face. Way too often, high school English students, particularly,
come to the writing classroom stuck in the idea that they are poor writers and lowlevel readers. Matter of fact, many high school (and college) students have told me
that they cannot write at all, and therefore, hate English; they predict their failures
before earning any grades. When students are stuck in ideas like these, just as
Kabat-Zinn’s patients were stuck in their endless ideas about their illness, more
often than not, students shortchange themselves and become the failures they think
they are.
Standardized exams such as the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test
(FCAT) and other curriculum mandates only reinforce these static ideas of
inferiority. Such one-size-fits-all requirements based solely on empirical knowing
fail to acknowledge other ways of knowing, and therefore, also fail to give students
an inclusive education. A mindfulness program like Kabat-Zinn’s can encourage
students to explore their inner capacity for awareness so that they can tap into often
untapped sources of focus, creativity, insight, and self-reliance10. When students are
allowed to invite their hearts (inner capacity of awareness) into a traditional
classroom based on empirical knowing, they are allowed a holistic education
informed by mind, body, and heart, which makes for a more meaningful,
personalized education. Such an education, however, encourages students to
practice equanimity as well, for mindfulness exercises bring up thoughts and

10

When students are trained in mindfulness, both right and left brain modalities integrate, thus allowing
students to think holistically. See Daniel Siegel’s The Whole Brain Child (2011) and The Mindful Brain
(2007) for further reading.
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feelings to a person’s clear attention, and if not maturely embraced, can lead to more
stress, fragmentation, and dis-ease. For Kabat-Zinn, being emotionally intelligent is
embracing “the full catastrophe” of one’s life. And when students are constantly
bombarded with unsatisfactory grades, peer pressures, and other growing pains,
their peace of mind and their healthy interaction with themselves and others is
contingent upon their ability to do just that.
According to Kabat-Zinn, who borrows his 1991 title from the movie of Nikos
Kazantzaki’s novel Zorba the Greek, “‘the full catastrophe’ captures something
positive about the human spirit’s ability to come to grips with what is most difficult
in life and to find within it room to grow in strength and wisdom” (5). Catastrophe
doesn’t mean disaster, but means “the poignant enormity of our life experience” (6).
Many teachers—many adults—disregard the enormity of high school students’ life
experiences; adults seem to have so much more to be stressed out about—death,
mortgages, layoffs, poor health, their own children—that students sitting in high
school classrooms are seemingly sailing smoothly through life; and for some
students, life is a cool breeze. However, the 1999 Columbine Shooting and this
year’s Chardon High School Shooting substantiate student suffering. Matter of fact,
in the past ten years, over 100 students have been murdered in school shootings
across America11; this number doesn’t even come close to the overwhelming
population of students who suffer peer bullying.
Surely, it is easy to turn a blind eye and a deaf ear to tragedies that are far
from one’s immediate space. Even Hollywood’s illumination of student suffering

11

See Timeline of Worldwide School Shootings at www.infoplease.com for more information.
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through films like “Lean On Me” (1989); “Dangerous Minds” (1995); “Higher
Learning” (1995); “Freedom Writers” (2007); and “Precious” (2009) (the latter two
films of which portray students relying on writing as a contemplative and
transformative act) speak to the need for a transformed pedagogy. While school
security is being beefed up through an increased number of security guards on
campus, required lockouts and lockdowns, mandatory uniformity, and surprise
locker sweeps—quite reflective of a state prison—little is being done to address the
student and his or her conflicted self; education still faces a national crisis.
*

*

*

I was in high school when Hurricane Andrew hit Miami; it hit the day before
my birthday, August 24, 1992. Although the skies were clear, the winds were warm,
and the sun was bright, weather reports informed neighborhoods that the eye of the
storm would be passing over late night, and that despite current weather conditions,
folks should board windows, trim trees, stock shelves, gas cars, and secure tangible
funds; we were told to brace ourselves for a Category 4 storm that was sure to end
in grave disaster. Unsure of what to expect, my family and I retrieved candles,
flashlights, and batteries, and we boarded up large windows. By night fall, we
huddled together in one bedroom and listened to the radio until media stations
could no longer provide updated weather reports. Once power had been lost
throughout South Florida, besides our own prayers, all we could hear was the brutal
bellow of crashing winds, pouring rains, spinning tornadoes, and falling trees. I held
my sister’s hand in fear, not knowing what would be left of our neighborhood and
our home once the storm had passed.
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We were the lucky ones, however. At dawn’s break, when Hurricane Andrew
had gone his way, despite the neighbor’s fallen oak tree, missing shingles from our
roof, and neighborhood debris scattered throughout our lawn, we were fine. The
skies were clear again, the wind was warm, and the sun was shining, and regardless
of our loss of electricity, of our mobility, and of other luxuries, we were thankful to
just be alive in the moment. Indeed, life as we knew it prior to Hurricane Andrew
changed (for at least a month): showers were cold, meals were skimpy, days were
shorter and nights were longer. But through all of that, neighborly and family
interaction increased, as did prayers of gratitude and empathy for those in
Homestead who had endured the worst of the storm. With over $25 billion of
damages, South Florida did not remain stuck in the destruction and inconveniences
that Hurricane Andrew caused, however. Instead, Floridians embraced their “full
catastrophe” as a community of healers by relying on their preparations, rebuilding
communities, rerouting children to other schools, accepting assistance from others,
and I am pretty sure, by remaining grounded in their own religious/spiritual
practices.
As it relates to mind, body, and heart, embracing “the full catastrophe” means
accepting what is, which one can do more easily with mindfulness practices. All too
often, human beings who desperately want a way out of their pain and suffering rely
on substance abuse, violence, or neglect, which are maladaptive behaviors that only
numb one’s suffering; they do nothing to assist people in approaching the winds and
rains of life’s circumstances so that they can get through their sufferings sans the
poisons that will destroy them. Embracing “the full catastrophe” of life through
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moment-to-moment awareness, however, “will strengthen us as they teach us about
living, growing, and healing in a world of flux and change and sometimes great pain”
(6). Undoubtedly, those who survived and were able to rebuild after Hurricane
Andrew embraced their “full catastrophe.”
High school students are faced with all kinds of academic storms: doubts
regarding their reading and writing abilities, fears about state assessments, qualms
with teachers and administration, anxieties about prom, homecoming, and
graduation, and insecurities amongst their peers—all of which are convoluted by
various demands at home, work, and social communities. Such is life. However,
these same boggled students can find clarity, peace, strength, and freedom in
mindfulness techniques like the ones Kabat-Zinn offers his patients.
*

*

*

While integrating mindfulness into traditional classroom practices serves as
a method for quieting a mind whose constant chatter can cause and maintain
student stress, dis-ease, and lack of focus, contemplation neither cures student
ailment nor expunges their judgment regarding their scholarship abilities. Instead,
contemplative practices quiet the mind’s incessant chatter so that students are free
to see through another window; contemplative practices create the space for
students to acknowledge their thoughts and feelings nonjudgmentally. In other
words, mindfulness is not “the ‘answer’ to all life’s problems,” says Kabat-Zinn.
“Rather it is that all life’s problems can be seen more clearly through the lens of a
clear mind” (25-26). And so, the foundations of mindfulness practice (non-judging,
patience, beginner’s mind, trust, non-striving, acceptance, and letting go) relies on
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breathing, which is “the universal foundation for meditation practice” (57). “When
we are mindful of our breathing,” asserts Kabat-Zinn, “it helps us to calm the body
and the mind. Then we are able to be aware of our thoughts and feelings with a
greater degree of calmness and with a more discerning eye” (56).
No wonder educators (Suttie, 2008; Ball, 2011; Yeshwantrao, 2008) who do
integrate mindfulness classroom practices are more inclined to practicing
Transcendental Meditation (TM)—a breathing meditation technique requiring its
practitioner “to contact [his or her] inner reservoir of creative energy and
intelligence”—at the beginning of their classes in order to initiate student calmness,
discernment, and focus (Chawkin). Though TM serves as a well-needed transition
from class to class, students can engage in additional mindfulness practices,
however, wherein the breath still plays an integral role in honing one’s attention.
And so, Kabat-Zinn offers readers a how-to guide regarding sitting meditation, bodyscan, yoga, and walking meditation. (I explicate their applications to the traditional
classroom in Chapter 2.)
Kabat-Zinn claims that these formal mindfulness practices “heighte[n] your
ability to encounter the whole of your life with moment-to-moment awareness”
(134). In other words, when a person is engaged in walking meditation, she only
pays attention to the act of walking. By focusing her attention on her walking, she
doesn’t cling to her thoughts and feelings. But when she does find herself mulling
over her thoughts and feelings, she intentionally refocuses her attention on her
walking, which keeps her mind present to the current moment—which is the only
place one will find freedom, says Thich Nhat Hanh. In doing this, she is training her
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mind in attention in an effort to free herself from a chattering mind that has the
potential to judge her every thought, therefore causing her to be stuck in
insecurities, false notions of identity, nostalgia, and other dis-ease. Her focus on her
walking interrupts the distracted mind and reawakens her to the present moment.
As she continues to make walking her mindfulness practice, when she is faced with
unforeseen storms, the mindfulness that she cultivates during her practice should
show up and sustain her—help her to embrace her “full catastrophe.” But, walking
meditation is just one practice in honing attention. Human beings can practice
mindfulness throughout the course of their day—while driving, while eating, while
talking, while listening, while showering—until their practice is no longer a practice,
but a way of being in the world. “If you choose to do things mindfully, then your
doing will be coming out of non-doing,” says Kabat-Zinn. “It will feel more
meaningful and require less effort” (135).
Considering that students attend school for about 180 days out of a year, if
students regularly practice mindful walking in their classrooms, particularly as a
focusing and releasing exercise, then their practice will eventually become part of
who they are on a daily basis too. With regular practice, students can be taught how
to use walking to clear their heads, calm their nerves, and ground themselves in the
present. Since walking is an activity that most people must perform in order to get
from one point to another, by using it as mindful exercise, students can practice it on
their own throughout the course of their day: walking from class to class, walking to
the bathroom, walking to the school bus, walking home. Eventually, as students
practice mindful walking and learn to approach classes with an open mind and
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heart, they will also learn to approach the rest of the world with calmness and
clarity. Mindful walking exercises can assist students in becoming more
compassionate people, for their practice will help them to embrace difficult
conversations, challenging assignments, and painful situations. Moreover, as
students are exposed to various mindfulness practices throughout the school year
and equanimity is practiced, schools and out-side-of-school environments will more
than likely witness a decrease in violence, disruptive student behavior, and
fragmented communities. Surely, as students practice mindfulness behavior in
school, they will inevitably exercise it in their out-side-of-school relationships, thus
contributing to a more peaceful society; indeed, a generation of caring individuals
will be groomed.
Despite the many positive attributes of mindfulness practices, however,
many educators, policy makers, and curriculum creators are apprehensive about
integrating contemplative practices into traditional classrooms because the level of
mindfulness outcomes (and practices) varies from student to student. And more
crucially, because the ability for mindfulness practices to improve students’
academic performance cannot be measured via empirical research. Here is where
Jon Kabat-Zinn’s mindfulness program fails to meet educational requirements.
Although Kabat-Zinn is able to measure the success of his program on stress
induced patients via medical research, students’ academic achievement via
mindfulness practices cannot be measured using standard tools of measurements.
How does a teacher assess mindful walking? How does she grade non-doing? How
does she evaluate one’s sitting meditation? Perhaps an instructor doesn’t grade any
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of those practices, but instead solely uses mindfulness practices to assist students in
opening their minds in order to increase focus, creativity, and well-being.
Assessing students’ mindfulness practice is not required, for their
engagement in mindfulness exercises are intended to supplement their academically
trained way of knowing—to assist them in clearing their heads so that learning is
possible. Matter of fact, mindfulness practices lead to contemplation, which invites
the whole student learner—mind, body, and heart—into the classroom, thus
possibly curtailing low student performances. Nonetheless, traditional educational
relies on student assessment and school grades. So, teachers might consider what
other educators (Holland, 2004) practicing contemplation have done in their
classrooms and give students credit for simply participating in mindfulness
practices, as well as gather student testimony through daily journals and midterm
and final assessments. Either way, how to assess mindfulness practices are
probably not as relevant as to why they should be integrated into the traditional
classroom.
Mindfulness practices should be integrated into the traditional classroom
because they exercise the mind for contemplation, which complements rational and
empirical ways of knowing; contemplation makes room for a holistic education that
invites whole students—mind, body, and heart—into the learning experience. In
“Opening the Contemplative Mind in the Classroom” (2004), Hart claims,
contemplation “has been described as fundamental to the quest for knowledge and
wisdom and complementary to analytic processing” (28). So, while Kabat-Zinn’s
mindfulness program focuses on clearing the mind and honing it in attention, Hart
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invites contemplation into the academy as a third type of knowing that
complements the rational and the sensory (29). He concedes that contemplative
practices range from pondering to poetry to meditation and share in common “a
distinct nonlinear consciousness that invites an inner opening of awareness” (29).
“Through a fresh lens,” he says, “our worldview, sense of self, and relationships may
be powerfully transformed” (29). Strictly speaking, contemplative thinking is not
meant to replace rational and sensory thinking, but is intended to help students
move from the one-dimensional thinking that often keeps them stuck in a sameness
void of creativity, inquiry, and self-reflection toward an open mind that welcomes
the newness in moment-to-moment awareness. However, a student cannot engage
in contemplation as a third way of knowing if the mind is stuck in judgmental
thoughts. Thus, mindfulness is an exercise in moment-to-moment awareness, while
contemplation, though quite similar, is deeply looking with mind, body, and heart,
from that new awareness. Thich Nhat Hanh makes this point clear in his essay
“Interbeing”12 (1991).
According to Hanh, people can practice both mindfulness and contemplation
by lending their full attention to a sheet of paper. He says that when people take out
a sheet of paper (or read the newspaper), they usually think of it instrumentally.
However, they neglect to see the cloud in the paper. Without the earth, (her trees,
her sun, her rains, and her clouds), paper would not exist; nor would paper be made
possible without the lumber jack who cuts down the trees, the paper mills and all of
12

“Interbeing” can be found in Peace is Every Step: The Path of Mindfulness in Everyday Life. P. 95.
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its workers that produce the paper, the companies that package and ship the paper.
All of these people, along with the earth’s resources, make paper possible. And so,
engaging in contemplation is a practice, first, in mindfulness, which allows people to
be with the paper as it is, and then, to contemplate its very nature beyond utilitarian
uses. Thus, contemplation as a third way of knowing has the potential to assist
students in understanding their interrelationship between the other being, human
and non-human. Such a knowing invites compassion, respect, and love into the
classroom, therefore making it a more peaceable environment.
Ultimately, the newness in moment-to-moment awareness that allows one to
free one’s self from identifying with thoughts and feelings and invites one into
contemplation, also leads to transformation. Contemplative practice enables a
detachment that “allows [students] to observe the contents of [their] consciousness
rather than simply being absorbed by them,” says Hart in From Information to
Transformation: Education for the Evolution of Consciousness (2009) (33). He argues
that such distance allows students to interrupt their usual patterns of thinking and
impulsivity, “freeing the mind to notice unexpected insights,” (32) which is the
depth that Hart believes contemplative practices provide students. In other words,
unlike critical thinking and analysis, contemplative ways of knowing keeps clear
students’ minds, increases their focus, disrupts conventional modes of thinking and
being, and invites student transformation. Via contemplation, students are allowed
to enter into silent spaces where ideas previously unknown to them are illuminated;
in this way, contemplation facilitates depth and creativity, while transforming
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students (who no longer cling to judgmental thoughts) into less judgmental,
nonviolent beings.
K-12 teachers seemingly do not rely on contemplation for transformation;
instead they use it as a focusing tool. This alternative, transformative way of
knowing that Hart theorizes has been limited to discourse and application in
postsecondary institutions (Altobello, 2007; Burggraf & Grossenbacher, 2007;
Holland, 2004; O’Reilley, 1998). Surely, if the goal of real education is to help
learners gauge who they are and how they know, then K-12 teachers should
probably consider moving beyond using mindfulness and contemplative practices as
exercises that solely increase student focus into using them as other ways of
knowing that helps students to examine the concepts they believe define themselves
and others. Giving students a holistic education that 1) invites their personhood
into the classroom environment, and 2) teaches them how to deal with their
personhood constructively.
Drawing from the world’s ancient mystics and sages, Hart constructs a map
of what he considers to be the depth of knowing and learning to help students and
teachers do just that. These depths move through “six interrelated layers”
(information, knowledge, intelligence, understanding, wisdom, and transformation)
that allow learners to go beyond the current form of learning into an “increasing
wholeness that simultaneously pushes toward diversity or uniqueness, becoming
more uniquely who we are, and toward unity and communion, recognizing how
much we have in common with the universe,” says Hart (13). His “layers” are quite
apropos for the conventional one-size-fits-all high school English classroom, for they
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provide teachers a framework for using reading and writing as sources for knowing
beyond current forms—a provision that would have helped me significantly when I
first entered the high school English classroom. Because of its significance to the
contemplative practice that I argue for throughout this dissertation, I explicate
Hart’s “six interrelated layers” in length here:
As the surface layer, information is given its rightful place as a
currency for the educational exchange. Information can then
open up into knowledge, where direct experience often brings
together the bits of information into the whole of mastery and
skill. Knowledge opens the possibility of intentionally
cultivating intelligence, which can cut, shape, and create
information and knowledge through the dialectic of the
intuitive and the analytic. Further down lies understanding,
which takes us beyond the power of intelligence to look
through the eye of the heart, a way of knowing that serves
character and community. Experience then has the possibility
for cultivating wisdom, which blends insight into what is true
with an ethic of what is right. Ultimately, the depths lead to the
possibility of transformation. (2)
Traditional education already relies on information, knowledge, and intelligence,
which are distributed and assessed via formal assignments, class discussions, and
standardized exams. So, mindfulness practices such as TM assist learners in
clearing their heads and focusing their attention so that they can become more
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proficient at retaining information, knowing the information that they’ve absorbed,
and then—by way of logic and analysis—theorizing about the information they
know. But the knowing heart, (Pearsall, 1989; Zajonc, 2009), which provides the
understanding and wisdom that leads to transformation, is often neglected in the
learning process.
Hart’s looking through the eye of the heart can well be described in Zajonc’s
terms as an “epistemology of love,” a different way of knowing that neither
distances the knower from the object being known nor exploits it—which are
common characteristics of the empirical knowledge that causes and is premised
upon separation. Instead, an “epistemology of love” reaches beyond information
processing and allows the knower to intimately engage with the object being known
in an effort to cultivate insights unconfined by physical senses and current concepts
(Zajonc 179). In other words, engaging in an “epistemology of love” is quite similar
to “putting yourself in the other’s shoes” in an attempt to understand, relate, or have
compassion for the other whose experiences are not your own. This contemplative
way of knowing helps students to do more than just be transformed in their own
minds, hearts, and bodies, but enables them to project their transformed selves in
relationship with their classmates, and ultimately, with the rest of the world. Surely,
an “epistemology of love” practiced in the classroom will foster classroom
community and engagement, increase cultural sensitivity, and make more
meaningful reading and writing assignments. Students who engage in
contemplative inquiry cultivate a love ethic that makes them more than their
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brother’s and sister’s keepers; these students become their brothers and sisters—a
true sense of kinship that is vital to the earth’s sustainability.
Like Hart, Zajonc theorizes a knowing that is not based on reason alone.
Zajonc’s “epistemology of love” includes respect, gentleness, intimacy, participation,
vulnerability, transformation, organ formation, illumination, and insight. Respect
requires individuals to honor the “inherent value and identity” of the other, human
and nonhuman; gentleness requires individuals to see the other as they see
themselves; intimacy and participation, which rely on each other, require
individuals to move toward and enter into the other’s “interior dynamic”;
vulnerability requires individuals to “resign” themselves to the other “in order to
enter fully and objectively into the thoughts and feelings of the other” (181-182).
Finally, as a person practices respect, gentleness, intimacy, participation, and
vulnerability, she is “transformed by the flow of living thoughts that animate
everything and now pass through [her]” [author’s emphasis] (182). In other words,
practicing respect, gentleness, intimacy, participation, and vulnerability allow her to
know (and love) the other beyond “static outer images” of race, gender, class, and
religion, for instance. This allowance is made possible through organ formation and
the formation of receptivity. In short, when one practices the first five
characteristics of Zajonc’s “epistemology of love,” a new organ—a sixth sense or
third eye—is created that makes possible loving another as one loves one’s self.
And so, engaging in respect, gentleness, intimacy, participation, and vulnerability is
practicing love—a practice that seems out of place in the traditional classroom. But,
if students can extend their respect for self to others, then the other is no longer a
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distant object of knowing that is customary in traditional education. Students, then,
will have the opportunity to encounter new insights.
Just as Kabat-Zinn and Tobin Hart’s practices and theories can help teachers
facilitate contemplative writing practices, Zajonc’s characteristics of contemplative
inquiry can assist English teachers facilitate contemplative reading practices,
particularly lectio divina, or sacred reading. Literature is a source of vitality and
human connectedness that, when intimately engaged in, “transforms the man [or
woman] who reads it toward the condition of the man [or woman] who wrote it.”13
By way of contemplative inquiry, supported by mindfulness practices, student
readers can cultivate a sense of compassion for even the most violent character; for
contemplative inquiry allows readers to be receptive. Through unconditioned
knowing , despite character flaws, transformed student readers are capable of
seeing and knowing through the eyes of their hearts.
*

*

*

Once students have developed clear attention and equanimity by way of
mindfulness practices, their transformation can be manifested through their
interrelationships with other beings, human and nonhuman; contemplative
knowing, then, becomes an exercise in loving, an aspect of self-acceptance. Through
this practice, students are not only reminded of their humanity and their human
responsibility for other beings, but they are encouraged to practice being humane in
the classroom where, according to Parker Palmer, the gap between learning and
living is bridged.
13

Quote taken from E.M. Forster at www.thinkexist.com.
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Chapter Two: The Outcomes of Going In: A Brief Overview of the Results
of Mindfulness Practices among School Children
“The point [of contemplative education] is not to abandon scholarship but to ground it,
to personalize it and to balance it with the fundamentals of mind training, especially
the practice of sitting meditation so that inner development and outer knowledge go
hand in hand . . . . A balanced education cultivates abilities beyond the verbal and
conceptual to include matters of heart, character, creativity, self-knowledge,
concentration, openness, and mental flexibility.”
--Judy Lief14
This chapter provides readers a summary of the few recorded outcomes of
mindfulness practices among grade school children. All of the outcomes mentioned
here are empirical in nature and employ both quantitative and qualitative research,
though the latter is used more frequently. Classroom teachers and organizations
who exercise contemplative education practices are more likely to collect word data
(qualitative research) from their participants because a standard tool for measuring
the outcomes of contemplative classroom practices has yet to be derived—not to
mention contemplative practices widely vary from classroom to classroom.
Nonetheless, while qualitative research is the favored approach to gathering data on
contemplative classroom practices, quantitative research has been used, for
example, to determine the success of contemplative practices on test-taking
students (see Beilock, 2011 and Ball 2011).

14

Former Naropa University President.
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Although contemplative classroom practices are most prevalent (and
accepted) in institutions of higher education, including Amherst College, Hampshire
College, Smith College, University of Massachusetts, Naropa University, as well as
Brown University, contemplative education is evident in 41 U.S. schools—about 18
of which are high schools (Association for Mindfulness in Education). However, the
inability to measure results with standard assessment tools, along with
inconsistencies in program practices, make integrating contemplative practices into
traditional K-12 classrooms more difficult. In addition, attitudes from religious
fundamentalists further obstruct the inclusion of contemplative education in
American grade schools. According to Edward Tabash, chairman of the national
legal committee for Americans United for the Separation of Church and State, “It's
not the business of schools to lead kids to inner peace through a spiritual process”
(Street 1). However, although contemplative practices are heavily influenced by
Eastern tradition, a contemplative pedagogy neither disrupts anyone’s religious
practices nor encourages the creation of religious practices; instead, it encourages
mindfulness and present awareness, qualities that are desirable at all levels of
education. And so, despite religious backlash and inconsistent assessments, many
teachers and students—as well as neuroscientists—have consistently claimed to
have experienced positive outcomes as a result of mindfulness classroom practices.
Matter of fact, according to neuroscientist Daniel Siegel in “An Interpersonal
Neurobiology Approach to Psychotherapy: Awareness, Mirror Neurons, and Neural
Plasticity in the Development of Well-Being” (2006), the process of attention
channels the mind’s energy and information. When one develops his or her
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attention, he or she “can create a flexible response not governed by the external
world or by a singular focus of attention” (4). In short, one becomes self-aware, or
self-conscious. Siegel claims, “The integration of consciousness involves the
development of executive forms of attention that are associated with the larger
capacities for self-regulation, such as the balancing of emotions, improved stress
response, and enhanced social skills” (4). In other words, mindfulness practice
encourages a self-consciousness that supports student agency, as well as enhances
students’ ability to control their emotions, reduce their stress, and foster healthy
relationships. And so, mindfulness practices actually encourage students to create
peaceful internal and external spaces wherein learning is made more possible and
meaningful.
In order to familiarize readers with said results of mindfulness classroom
practices, I first summarize Garrison Institute’s 2005 Mapping Report, which to date
is the most inclusive examination of contemplative practices and programs in K-12
environments. Although Garrison’s report seeks to map the similarities and
differences of current mindfulness programs, it also notes the outcomes of
mindfulness practices on school children, which the report claims is steady among
all contemplative programs. Next, I examine results from some of the other major
organizations that service K-12 schools and other mindfulness communities. Like
the Garrison Institute, these organizations provide classroom tools and techniques
for grade school teachers interested in integrating mindfulness practices into their
classrooms; they also report consistent outcomes shared amongst participating
grade schools. Lastly, I report the claimed effects of mindfulness classroom
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practices that various grade schools provide via national newspapers and academic
journals.
*

*

*

Garrison Institute’s Mapping Project
In 2005, the Garrison Institute Initiative on Contemplation and Education
mapped the current status of 80 programs utilizing contemplative techniques within
K-12 educational settings. “The Mapping Project sought to identify similarities and
differences in program pedagogy and methodology [and] also explored the degree
to which such programs foster love and forgiveness among students” (Schoeberlein
and Koffler 2). Although programs define the terms attention, mindfulness, and
contemplation “inconsistently and often imprecisely,” say Schoeberlein and Koffler,
contemplative programs (including mainstream school based, non-school based,
alternative education, religious schools, spiritual philosophies of education, and
social and emotional learning) collectively endeavor to do the following: to enhance
student learning and academic performance; to improve school social climate; to
promote emotional balance and pro-social behaviors; and to develop qualities such
as peacefulness, calm, compassion, empathy, forgiveness, patience, generosity, and
love (4). The contemplative programs assessed all confirm to have achieved those
aforementioned endeavors, say Schoeberlein and Koffler. Still, despite the positive
mind body improvements witnessed in children engaged in mindfulness practices,
without proper measurement tools and consistent evaluations, integrating a
contemplative pedagogy into traditional classrooms remain challenging.
Mindfulness Organizations
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Many of the school-based contemplative programs that Garrison’s Mapping
Report assessed are “loose adaptations” of Jon Kabat-Zinn’s 1979 MindfulnessBased Stress Reduction Program (12)—as are the mindfulness organizations (See
Figure A.) from which these schools build their own mindfulness practices and
programs. And so, school-based contemplative programs usually consist of
mindfulness practices such as mindful sitting, walking, body scan, and yoga, which
are all intended to cultivate moment-to-moment awareness as alleviators of student
stress and tension. The contemplative organizations that assist schools and
teachers with integrating contemplative practices into their own classrooms train
students and teachers in mindfulness and provides teachers with curriculums that
they can adapt to their traditional classroom environment. So far, unless a teacher
is already endowed with his or her own mindfulness practice, mindful classrooms
rely on established mindfulness organizations to inform their own classroom
practices.
The most popular mindfulness organizations, in addition to the Garrison
Institute’s Initiative on Contemplation and Education (2003), which provides yearlong mindfulness training to K-12 teachers, include Amy Saltzman’s Association for
Mindfulness in Education (AME) (2005) and Megan Cowan’s Mindfulness Schools
(2010). The Center for Contemplative Mind in Society (1991) is also a staple—if not
the foundation—for mindfulness classroom practices. Its target is post-secondary
academic institutions, and therefore, will not be examined here. According to
Saltzman, whose mindfulness program delivers developmentally appropriate
meditation practices to elementary school students and involves six different types
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of breathing practices, two awareness of emotion practices, an awareness of sound
practice, a loving-kindness practice, brief yoga and a body scan (Schoeberlein and
Koffler 13), documented benefits of mindfulness practices include:


increased emotional regularity;



increased social skills;



increased ability to orient attention;



increased working memory and planning & organization;



increased self-esteem;



increased quality of sleep;



decreased negative affect/emotions;



decrease test anxiety;



increases sense of calmness, relaxation, and self-acceptance; and



decreased ADHD behaviors, particularly hyperactivity and
impulsivity. (mindfuleducation.org).

Saltzman claims that results like these confirm the need for mindfulness in
traditional classroom practices. “Mindfulness is a foundation for education,” she
says. “[It] provides the optimal conditions for learning and teaching and also
supports all pedagogical approaches” (mindfuleducation.org). In addition to her
own research with AME, as well as her mindful-based stress reduction program
called The Still Quiet Place, Saltzman retrieves her data from classroom teachers and
educational and medical scholars who have reported their findings regarding
mindfulness practices via newspapers and academic journals.
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Similarly, Mindful Schools, whose research is based on their own survey data
from 977 students, 58 teachers, and eight schools, found that the majority of their
participating teachers personally benefitted from mindfulness training and that the
majority of participating elementary school students said they would use
mindfulness exercises in the future. (See graph below.)

(mindfulschools.org)
In addition to these findings, based on anecdotal evidence, Mindful Schools conclude
that mindfulness practices resulted in the following:


better focus and concentration



raised self-awareness



decreased stress for students and teachers



improved school-wide culture and climate



less stress around testing



stronger impulse control and reduced violence



fostered conflict resolution skills



increased calm

59



skillful ways to respond to difficult emotions



increased empathy and understanding of others.
(mindfulschools.org)

According to Cowan, Mindful Schools is a direct response to the stress that
prohibits students’ ability to focus, maintain positive behavior, and connect with
their peers and teachers. She claims, “[A]ttention spans are rapidly declining due to
the ‘instant gratification’ children and adults are often taught through the media and
the rapidly-evolving world around them” (mindfulschools.org). Because stress
inhibits the key parts of the brain that are necessary for learning, says Cowan,
Mindful Schools seek “to teach children how to focus, manage their emotions, handle
their stress, and resolve conflicts” through mindfulness practices. “Instead of simply
telling children to do these things, we show children how — through direct
experience,” says Cowan. “It allows children to make wiser decisions in the heat of
the moment, rather than only in retrospect” [author’s emphasis]
(mindfulschools.org).
As evidenced thus far, mindfulness practices are beneficial to both students
and teachers, whether they are being practiced to improve students’ academic
performance or well-being. Either way, one seemingly cannot lose when engaging
in practices that are intended to assist students and teachers in training their minds
to attention so that they can be present to the creativity, compassion, focus, calm,
and peace that often lie dormant as a result of the mind’s tendency to keep students
and teachers distracted and unable to perform (and to live) holistically. Figure A. on
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the following page briefly describes other mindfulness organizations that work to
assist students and teachers in fulfilling that aim:
Figure A. Programs that (according to Garrison’s Mapping Report) Prioritize Developing Mindfulness
& Attention Training

The Lineage Project, New
York, NY, Soren
Gordhamer, founder

engages at-risk students in simple yoga exercises; short guided
meditations; and talks and discussions on subjects such as working
with stress, the difference between responding versus reacting to
situations, and ways to relax without drugs (12-13)

Mindfulness Awareness
Practices (MAPS), Los
Angeles, CA, Susan
Smalley, principal
investigator

trains teachers in developing Mindful Awareness practices for their
own inner discovery (15)

Mindfulness Education
(ME) for Children,
Vancouver, BC, Nancy
Mortifee, founder

seeks to determine the effects of a ten-week curriculum for primary
and intermediate grades in the Vancouver School District, BC; trains
teachers to implement a series of simple techniques designed to
enhance self-awareness, focused attention, problem solving abilities,
selfregulation, goal setting, stress reduction, conflict resolution and
pro-social behaviors in children (16)

Impact Foundation,
Aurora, CO, Ulco Visser,
founder

uses scripted meditation instructions to provide “guided
relaxations” in which students become familiar with using their
breath to center and calm themselves (16)

Classroom Testimonies
By way of local newspapers and academic journals, teachers have reported
outcomes of mindfulness practices on their participating school children; their
results confirm those found in Garrison’s Mapping Report, as well as findings that
Mindful Schools and the Association for Mindfulness Education have reported.
Although Garrison’s Mapping Report concludes that there is not enough consistent
pedagogical evidence of the effects of contemplative practices and programs on
students’ academic achievement to firmly situate it as a pedagogy for serious
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consideration in America’s schools, scientific research has determined that
meditation impacts the brain systems that are important for attention and emotion
regulation, therefore reducing stress in people who meditate so that they can have
the capacity to concentrate, remember, regulate emotions, and the like. Most school
teachers who choose to integrate mindfulness practices into their traditional
classroom rely on that scientific evidence, and therefore, typically use
Transcendental Meditation (TM) to inform and ground their contemplative practice.
What follows is a summary of a few testimonials of mindful classroom practices by
way of local newspapers.
In Jill Suttie’s “Mindfulness & Meditation in Schools for Stress Management,”
Steven Reidmer, the fourth grade teacher who initiated mindfulness practices at
Toluca Lake Elementary six years ago as a result of children’s inability to settle
down after escalating playground conflicts affected his students’ concentration,
claims that after engaging in mindfulness breathing practices, “There was less conflict on the playground, less test anxiety. Just the way the kids walked into the classroom was different” (sharpbrains.com). He also contends that state test scores went
up that year. According to Suttie, second grade students at Toluca Lake Elementary
School, Los Angeles are engaging in 45 minutes of exercises focused on breathing,
listening, movement, and reflection. Suttie also reports that after a study conducted
at the University of British Columbia in Canada, psychologist Kimberly Schonert
Reichl and graduate student, Molly Stewart Lawlor found that fourth through
seventh graders who were trained in mindful awareness techniques at six Vancouver public schools experienced decreased behavioral problems, decreased
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aggression, less opposition toward teachers, increased attentiveness in class,
increased optimism, as well as increased introspection in comparison to the
students who did not meditate.
Similarly, Ken Chawkin in “Meditation in the Classroom: An Antidote to
Stress,” reports that Manchester, New Hampshire students who have engaged in TM,
a breathing meditation technique requiring its practitioner to “contact [his or her]
inner reservoir of creativity, energy, and intelligence,” have experienced a decrease
in poor academic performance, as well as a decrease in anxiety and depression,
substance abuse, and violence. According to Chawkin, the program has assisted the
greater Manchester area schools so significantly that the New Hampshire StressFree Schools Committee is advocating for TM to be made available throughout New
Hampshire. Their TM program will be modeled after successful programs in
Washington, D.C., Detroit, and Iowa.
Jeanne Ball’s reports comparable findings in “How Meditation Can Give Our
Kids an Academic Edge” (2011), wherein she claims that students in a California
middle school who practiced TM showed increases in math and English scores over
a one-year period. According to Ball, who gathers her research from a study
published in the March 2011 edition of the journal Education, 41% of students who
practiced TM improved by at least one performance level in math in comparison to
15% of their non-meditating classmates. In addition, says Ball, University of
Connecticut researchers recently found that after four months of TM practice, 106
at-risk adolescents in three New England high schools showed significant reductions
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in stress, anxiety, hyperactivity and emotional problems compared to nonmeditating controls (Annual Meeting of the Society for Behavioral Medicine, 2008).
In another article “Meditation Classes at School” (2008), which also reports
on students using TM in Thane, India, students who engaged in 15 minutes of TM
before English and math class were less tensed, particularly in regards to the recent
terror strikes. TM has healing effects on children dealing with heightened anxiety
and anger, Nitin Yeshwantrao reports.
Likewise in “Meditation in Schools” (2010), Maureen Mack reports that
meditation may help end bullying. She reports that Researchers at the Center for
the Investigation of Healthy Minds in Madison, Wisconsin are using techniques from
the Dalai Lama to test their theories. So far, researchers from the Center claim that
because meditation affects the brain systems that regulate attention and emotion,
daily meditation has the capacity to increase students’ ability to cooperate and be
kind to other people. Meditating students have a higher pain tolerance and are able
to react much more calmly to stress, according to the Center.
In another report, Patricia Leigh Brown highlights elementary school
students at Piedmont Avenue Elementary School in Oakland, California who are
practicing breathing while trying to “imagine ‘loving kindness’” on the playground.
According to Brown, in “In the Classroom, A New Focus on Quieting the Mind”
(2007), during a five-week pilot program at Piedmont, a mindfulness coach visited
each classroom twice a week and led 15-minute sessions on how to have “‘gentle
breaths and still bodies.’” Students there reported feeling “‘calm, like something on
Oprah,’” said Brown. She also reported that several other studies in the area
64

(Stanford University; University of California’s Mindfulness Awareness Research
Center; and InnerKids Foundation) are measuring the effects of mindfulness
practices on school children and have found that meditation techniques have
“helped improve mood disorders, depression, and self-harming behaviors like
anorexia and bulimia.”
Finally, in 2009, Patricia Broderick, who developed Learning to Breathe: A
Mindfulness Curriculum for Adolescents, 15 reported (on her website) “reductions in
negative mood and improvements in calmness and self- acceptance” in school girls
who participated in a pilot study using mindful breathing techniques. Broderick
claims that students receiving the Learning to Breathe curriculum also showcased
improvements in “emotion regulation skills and reductions in muscle strain and
other somatic symptoms.” She lastly reports that students’ greatest advantage of
practicing mindful breathing techniques is “the ability to let go of distressing
thoughts and feelings.” The Center for Investigating Healthy Minds also piloted
Broderick’s program, and with fifth graders in the Wisconsin area, reported similar
results.
*

*

*

The positive outcomes of mindfulness practices in traditional classrooms are
consistent across the board. Based on the aforementioned reports of K-12 schools
using contemplative practices in their traditional classrooms, not integrating
mindfulness classrooms might appear careless. Students—whether they are
15

According to its website, “Learning to BREATHE is a secular mindfulness-based curriculum for
adolescents created for a classroom or group setting. The curriculum is intended to strengthen emotion
regulation and attention, expand adolescents’ repertoire of stress management skills and help them
integrate mindfulness into daily life” (learning2breathe.org).
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practicing mindfulness simply to increase their focus toward classroom instruction,
or if their practice is intended to decrease stress, violence, and depression, or to
open a contemplative space for creativity, inquiry, and self-reflection—are
undoubtedly engaging in an exercise that only benefits their personhood both inside
and outside of the classroom. Considering the current climate of American public
schools (coupled with day-to-day living), students and teachers need a space where
they can free their minds and just breathe. If they continue to be overrun with state
assessments, overcome by school bullying, and overwhelmed with one-size-fits all
curriculum requirements, they will find themselves—and many are already—overly
stressed; and eventually too much stress leads to burnout.
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Chapter Three: Contemplative Pedagogy:
Integrating Mindfulness in the High School English Classroom
“Mindfulness is about being present with and to your inner experience as well as your
outer environment, including other people. When teachers are fully present, they
teach better. When students are fully present, the quality of their learning is better.” 16
--Stephen Viola

A contemplative pedagogy is grounded in mindfulness practices, which this
chapter attempts to explicate for classroom teachers. Although my focus is English
classrooms, the mindfulness practices introduced here can be integrated into any
classroom, for mindfulness exercises are intended to assist students in cultivating
their breaths in an effort to still and calm their bodies and their minds so that they
can be clear and focused enough to engage in contemplative education. "The faculty
of voluntarily bringing back a wandering attention, over and over again, is the very
root of judgment, character, and will. An education which should improve this
faculty would be the education par excellence," said psychologist and philosopher
William James in 1890 (424). However, before students can engage in such
thinking—or focused thinking at all—they must learn how to clear their minds and
focus their attention so that they can more aptly engage in class activities. In
“Opening the Contemplative Mind in the Classroom” Tobin Hart claims that
mindfulness exercises are “the readily available activities [that] would increase
16

Schoeberlein, Deboarah. Mindful Teaching and Teaching Mindfulness: A Guide for Anyone Who Teaches
Anything. Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2009. Xi.
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concentration, learning, wellbeing, and social and emotional growth and catalyze
transformative learning” (31). And so, in this chapter I define contemplative
pedagogy, and by way of Thich Nhat Hanh and Jon Kabat-Zinn, I explicate the
possibility of integrating mindfulness practices into traditional classroom spaces.
*

*

*

A few years ago, while working as a teacher/mentor in the Freshman
Composition Program at the University of South Florida (USF), I was charged with
observing a new Freshman Composition instructor who had had some classroom
experience working with adults, but was inexperienced with teaching teenagers.
She was a white woman around the age of 50, who, on the first day of class probably
already gained her students’ respect and attention, for she “looked the part” of
professor. As an older white woman with white hair and specs on nose, she fit the
physical stereotype of a traditional college English instructor, especially at the
predominantly white USF. However, her freshman students did not respect her, per
se, because she unintentionally—as a result of her own teaching insecurities—
placed her students as objects and herself as the subject of the learning process. She
believed that she was the only one in the classroom who had something to offer her
students, while her students had nothing to offer her or each other. She, therefore,
instructed her students as if they were empty vessels to be filled with her
knowledge, thus mimicking the “‘banking’ concept of education” that Paulo Freire
claims allows students to collect and catalogue the things they store, but limits
students’ creativity, transformation, and knowledge. “For apart from inquiry,” says
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Freire, “apart from the praxis, individuals cannot be truly human” (72). Usually
then, class instruction was limited to her lectures.
Although she was trying her best, this new graduate teacher was baffled as to
why she was having such a difficult time reaching her students and motivating them
to participate in the learning process. However, upon my visit—which probably
took place around the third week of the semester—I noticed right off that she did
not know her students and that she didn’t seem interested in getting to know them.
For instance, while calling attendance, she never once looked up from her roll sheet
to acknowledge her students’ presence. Although taking attendance appears to be a
mundane task, the simple undertaking of knowing students’ names or recognizing
their existence while taking attendance speaks volumes to how a teacher relates to
her students and how they will relate to her. Deborah Schoeberlein in Mindful
Teaching and Teaching Mindfulness says:
Making eye contact with each student sends a significant
symbolic message to the class. Looking up to see who is ‘here’
reinforces that ‘being here’ includes being involved,
acknowledged, and valued. On the other hand, if you read the
list of names and only look up when you don’t hear an answer,
you subtly signal ‘being absent’ is somehow more noticeable
than being present. (54)
“When you complete roll call,” says Schoeberlein, “you’re connected with everyone
and already in a position to draw the class’s attention to you” (54). As simple as this
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idea seems, more teachers than not, fail to use roll call as a tool that can forge
classroom community.
Undoubtedly, this new instructor was not being mindful of her environment,
which included her students’ existence. Although she was not purposely
overlooking her students, her failure to make eye contact with them at the start of
class set a disconnecting tone for the remainder of the period. Why, then, would her
students pay any attention to her if they are under the assumption that she doesn’t
see them? Not surprisingly, this teacher’s disconnection with her class prevailed
throughout the period, as she lectured students directly from her notes without ever
looking up to see if they were responding, if they were listening, if they understood,
or if they had questions.
I understand that high school (and university) conditions—including state
mandates, over-populated classrooms, heavy teaching loads, as well as beginning
teacher nervousness or lack of preparedness—usually stress teachers out, and
therefore, not only contribute to teachers’ dis-ease with classroom instruction and
maintenance, but also to a teacher’s disregard for who her students are as thinking,
knowing human beings who come to the classroom with their own life experiences
and contributions. Such stress and disregard oftentimes result in an instructor’s
adopting a patch work philosophy, (if there is a philosophy at all), that is not
grounded in the instructor’s own core beliefs, but emerges as a reaction to the
expectations of traditional curriculums and state mandates. Moreover, many
instructors, especially beginning teachers, are simply doing whatever it takes to get
through the day: take roll, collect homework, assign an independent textbook
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reading, then assign the reading comprehension questions that follow the textbook
reading, collect the classwork, dismiss class. Sometimes discussion ensues;
sometimes it doesn’t. However, because many teachers enter the classroom with no
philosophical underpinnings, they instruct versus educate, and therefore, students
usually have no idea why they are doing what they are doing, and they have made
few, if any, connections between their classwork and personhood.
Consequently, after sharing my evaluations with the teacher I was observing,
the teacher admitted that she was just trying to fulfill the University’s requirements
and just didn’t have time to engage the students the way she would have preferred.
In addition, she claimed that her nervousness about meeting University mandates
revealed itself in the classroom, and that as a result, she immersed herself into
meeting University standards versus meeting her students. But according to Todd
Whitaker, “As educators, we must adhere to our core values. No matter what others
want us to do, we must focus on what is right for our students” (126). Of course,
focusing on what is right for our students may require that teachers delve into their
own morals and ethics—their politics, if you will—and determine those values.
Some, like Maxine Hairston, may argue, then, that instructors who make such
determinations are putting “the social goals of the teacher before the educational
needs of the student” (179) and are, therefore, using “required writing courses as
vehicles for social reform rather than as student-centered workshops designed to
build students’ confidence and competence as writers” (180). But teaching is not
either or. However, a teacher adopting a contemplative pedagogy will most likely be

73

alert to dogmatic practices, and thus more able to dis-identify with them in order to
avoid imposing her own social agenda on her students.
And so, how can a teacher whose profession consequently invites her
personhood into the classroom offer students a one-on-one education considering
the over-populated multi-cultural classroom, required assessments, fixed
curriculums, as well as state mandates and policies? How can one teacher facilitate
the individual needs of every student she encounters, (which in high school can be
well over 100 students), while maintaining her own, as well as her students’
integrity and wellbeing?
In The Schools Our Children Deserve, Alfie Kohn contends that the very best
classrooms take students seriously. “The educators . . . who do the most for children
are those who honor, and work hard to find out, what children already know. They
start where the student is and work from there. They try to figure out what
students need and where their interests lie” (131). I would further add to Kohn’s
claim that educators who do most for their students also honor the beginner’s
mind—what students don’t know. Hence, a contemplative pedagogy informed by
the practice of mindfulness can support both teachers and students in their
endeavor to create a personalized education that will place their personal needs and
experiences at the center of their learning process. A contemplative pedagogy will
also help both teachers and students to understand and to cultivate awareness so
that they can be present in the classroom, despite the mind’s tendency (and/or
school’s infrastructure) to distract.
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Certainly, I believe that had the required new teacher orientation provided
that beginning teacher with instruction regarding contemplative educational
practices in conjunction with the boatload of information she received about project
requirements, forms, syllabi, rules and procedures, text book orders, first day
attendance tasks, technology use, and so forth, then she would have at least been
informed and perhaps also prepared to come to the classroom free to engage
students where they were, at that present time. Instead, because her head was filled
with requirements, she looked beyond the NOW and headed directly toward the
“finish line.”
What is Contemplative Pedagogy?
Basically, a contemplative pedagogy is a process, style, strategy, or approach
to instruction that infuses learning with the experience of present awareness, which
can be honed through the intentional practice of mindfulness exercises such as
mindful sitting, walking, looking, listening, and speaking. A contemplative pedagogy
is a method of instruction intended to assist students, as well as their teachers, in
awakening and opening their minds to new learning possibilities and more effective
ways of being in the classroom. By way of mindfulness practice, a contemplative
pedagogy works to create a free—perhaps untapped—space for inquiry, creativity,
self-reflection, and self-intimacy within the traditional learning environment (Hart,
2009; Zajonc, 2009).
The Center for Contemplative Mind in Society offers seven major
contemplative disciplines by which students and teachers can practice mindfulness
together. They include: creation process practice, ritual/cyclical practice, relational
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practice, stillness practice, movement practice, activist practice, and generative
practice. Under each discipline, the Society suggests specific actions (or mindfulness
exercises) that people can engage in order to fulfill those practices; the actions listed
are the mindfulness practices that can help create the space for contemplative ways
of knowing and being:
Contemplative Practice

Actions

CREATION PROCESS PRACTICE

Singing, chanting, listening to contemplative
music, and creating contemplative art and/or
journaling

RITUAL / CYCLICAL PRACTICE

Observing the Sabbath, vision questing, altar
or sacred place building, and participating in
ceremonies or rituals based in a cultural or
religious tradition

RELATIONAL PRACTICE

Dialoguing, deep listening, storytelling, and
circle counseling

STILLNESS PRACTICE

Being with silence, praying, insight meditation,
and quieting and clearing the mind

MOVEMENT PRACTICE

Labyrinth walking, martial arts, yoga, and
walking meditation

ACTIVIST PRACTICE

Working and volunteering, pilgrimaging to
social justice sites, marching, and bearing
witness

GENERATIVE PRACTICE

Praying, loving-kindness meditation, and
visualizing

In one way or another, many high school teachers have already been
implementing some type of contemplative practice within their classroom
instruction or have taught students who have been exposed to contemplative
practices. For instance, students and teachers who attend a school with a school
choir or school song have participated in creation process. Also, every morning
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during homeroom when students and teachers recite the “Pledge of Allegiance” and
quiet themselves for “a moment of silent meditation,” they are participating in
creation, ritual, and stillness practice. In addition, students who have contributed to
TRUST17 counseling or who have sought their academic counselor’s advising, or
students who have engaged in peer review exercises, or have listened to their
teacher story-tell, have all participated in relational practice. Likewise, students and
teachers who have taken breaks from test taking to stand up and stretch, to take
deep breaths, to slowly roll their necks in complete circles, and then touch their feet
and reach up as high to the ceiling as they can, have participated in movement
practice. Similarly, students and teachers who have taken field trips to the Lincoln
Memorial, or have volunteered to feed the homeless, to make Thanksgiving baskets,
or to clean up neighborhood streets, have participated in activist practice. Finally,
students who have ever been directed to close their eyes and imagine, for instance,
being in their favorite place, and then are told to open their eyes and journal about
it, have participated in generative practice.
Many teachers, however, have not considered these actions as pedagogical
practices.
Knoblauch and Brannon in Rhetorical Traditions and the Teaching of Writing, claim,
“It’s important for teachers to become conscious of the philosophical dimensions of
their work because nothing short of that consciousness will make instruction
sensible and deliberate, the result of knowledge, not folklore, and of design, not just

17

TRUST, which stands for “To Reach Ultimate Success Together,” is a school-based program initiated in
Dade County Public Schools in 1987. Its purpose is to combat substance abuse among middle and high
school children. More information about TRUST can be found at www.thirteen.org.
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custom or accident” (2). In other words, perhaps if teachers and students became
conscious of the idea that some of their classroom behaviors are of a contemplative
nature, then singing school songs, attending field trips, engaging in peer review
exercises, and taking deep breaths between test-taking would not feel like useless,
mundane tasks and habits that are disconnected from a student’s education.
Instead, if such classroom practices can be purposely and purposefully viewed as an
integral component of instruction—contemplative pedagogy—then maybe these
tasks and habits can be transformed into primary tools of contemplative practice
that assist both teachers and students in having the meaningful experience that they
want to have in the classroom.
Mindfulness is neither a practice that requires an entire class period, nor one
that deviates from required curriculum mandates. Just 5-10 minutes a day of
mindfulness can make a difference in how students and teachers do and receive
school. According to the Association for Mindfulness in Education, “a few minutes of
mindfulness practice can improve the learning environment”
(mindfuleducation.org). Mindfulness practice can include:


Becoming aware of the breath;



Feeling the various physical sensations of an emotion;



Noticing thoughts as they pass through the mind;



Paying attention to all the sounds in the room;



Noticing what happens in the body when there is stress;



Watching the thoughts that arise when there is boredom;
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Feeling the stomach rise and fall with each breath.
(mindfuleducation.org)

Therefore, mindfulness practices can be incorporated into a teacher’s classroom
activities on a regular basis. Whether it be as an introduction into the class period,
as a segue into a particular lesson, or as the conclusion to the class period, practicing
mindfulness on a regular basis can help students to initiate their own contemplative
approaches to various classroom lessons and assignments, (as well as
extracurricular activities), thus enabling them to personalize their education with
their own purpose and agency.
Mindfulness Practices with Thich Nhat Hanh and Jon Kabat-Zinn
Mindfulness practices have the capacity to help students strengthen their
attention muscles so that they can be more attentive to class objectives and
requirements. In the sections that follow, I offer students and teachers mindfulness
practices that I suggest be engaged in during the first 15-20 minutes of class;
teachers can call these activities, “bell ringers,” for they begin at the end of the
school’s late bell, which signals the start of a new class period. Practicing
mindfulness exercises at the start of class allows students and teachers to ground
themselves into the new class period. In addition, as the period progresses,
students are more able to recall their mindfulness practice should they need to refer
to it while working through their class period.
Moreover, a contemplative classroom grounded in mindfulness practices
offers students and teachers a space for cultivating and “watering” their good seeds.
According to Thich Nhat Hanh in Creating True Peace, human beings carry seeds of
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joy, peace, understanding, mindfulness, and love, as well as seeds of anger, fear,
hate, and forgetfulness in their minds. He claims, “These wholesome and
unwholesome seeds are always there, sleeping in the soil of your mind [and] [t]he
quality of your life depends on the seeds you water . . . The seeds that are watered
frequently are those that will grow strong” (1-2). By way of mindfulness practices
then, students and teachers also nourish what is best in them, thus creating
classroom conditions for clarity, creativity, compassion, patience, love,
understanding, forgiveness, and freedom—and ultimately a safe, harmonious
classroom environment free from violent or disruptive behaviors that interfere with
fostering classroom community.
Teachers can begin the class by grounding students in five minutes of present
awareness. During this five minute breathing exercise, students are directed to sit
up straight in their seats with feet planted firmly on the floor. Their hands should
fall freely at their sides or rest on their laps. With eyes closed or opened at a soft
gaze, students are then directed to pay attention to their breaths by noticing either
the rise and fall of their chest or the inflation and deflation of their bellies.
Throughout the breathing practice, teachers should help students to keep their
minds focused on their breaths with gentle directives such as: “As you breathe
normally, feel the rise and fall of your chest. Notice when you lose awareness of the
breath; see your thoughts, but don’t hold on to them. Let them go and redirect your
attention back to your breath.” After five minutes or so of this guided breathing
meditation, teachers should ring a bell with a soft reverberating sound that marks
the point at which students shift out of their meditation into classroom activity; this
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bell also transitions students into the internal experience of their mindfulness
practice.
Breathing exercises like these, which are part of Transcendental Meditation,
have most often been recorded as a mindfulness practice that many elementary and
middle school teachers who do engage in mindfulness practice use as focusing tools
for their students (see Chapter Two). Although TM is most commonly used as a 5-10
minute exercise that invites student focus, creativity, and stillness, it can also be
used as a mindfulness stillness and generative practice that students and teachers
engage in for a lengthier amount of time, especially once students become familiar
with mindfulness practice.
Breathing Mindfully
Breathing is the center of any contemplative pedagogy, for it is the attention
to breath that brings students back to the present and reminds them that they are
here, right now. Basically, breathing allows individuals to exchange carbon dioxide
for oxygen molecules, therefore providing their brains and hearts with the air they
need for survival, and so, paying attention to the rhythm of breathing provides
people insight into their activities and their feelings (Kabat-Zinn 48). For instance, if
students regularly practice focusing on their breaths in an effort to disengage from
cascading thoughts, then most likely they will be more able to complete an
examination or difficult task, for they will not be as hindered by thoughts of failure,
fear, and/or inadequacy. Instead, their breathing practice, which is intended to
serve them during “storms” like these will effortlessly show up and assist them in
working through their negative thoughts and feelings so that they can accomplish
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classroom tasks and requirements. Considering the impact that breathing has
during challenging times, teachers should probably engage in breathing exercises
before quizzes and standardized exams, for breathing mindfully regulates internal
symptoms of stress.
Consciously breathing in and out also stills the mind and body so that
students who often become frantic as a result of not knowing how to “embrace the
full catastrophe” of life can encounter trying circumstances peacefully and gently.
When students find themselves bursting at their seams with anger, frustration, or
patience, teachers often tell them to calm down and breathe. However, students are
rarely given tools that help them to accomplish those directives. According to Hanh,
“Our breathing is the link between our body and our mind. Sometimes our mind is
thinking one thing and our body is doing another, and mind and body are not
unified. By concentrating on our breathing . . . we bring body and mind back
together, and become whole again” (9). And being whole is the aim of a holistic
education which invites mind, body, and heart into the classroom. By cultivating the
breath in an effort to still the mind and body, students are allowed to embody their
education and become more peaceful, able beings.
Moreover, teachers and students who breathe consciously will more than
likely have healthier relationships with each other than those who do not. When a
teacher feels like she wants to explode—either in laughter, tears, or anger—her
mindful breathing will assist her in her self-recovery. I have become quite
frustrated with students, and can recall a time when I harangued a freshman
composition class because too many of them had not completed their assignments. I
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took their efforts personally, and lectured them because I felt their failure to
complete their assignments was an expression of their not caring for the class and
not caring for me. I should have taken in a deep breath so that I could take in
patience, understanding, and compassion. But instead, I shouted at them—even the
students who did submit assignments. And my anger at those particular students
expressed a lack of care and invisibility for their efforts; it made those who failed to
complete their assignments more important than those who did. So, not only was I
risking community with students who were not participating in class activities, but I
was damaging the community that was formed by those who were.
When the period was over, a student handed me a note that expressed her
dissatisfaction for my behavior. She said my passion for the class and my students is
evident. However, the way I reacted to that particular situation was unnecessary. I
agree. At the time, I didn’t feel like I was yelling at my students. I thought I was
strongly expressing my disappointment. I believe, however, that taking pause,
breathing consciously, and making room for silence would have allowed me the
space to share my disappointment gently and compassionately—or to not share it
all, as I was unaware of possible circumstances that may have interfered with their
completing their assignments. Often times, taking deep breaths allows us to gather
our thoughts—to recover—so that we can avoid losing our compassionate minds
(and relationships). “[Pausing] creates a momentary contrast between being
completely self-absorbed and being awake and present. You just stop for a few
seconds, breathe deeply, and move on,” says Pema Chödrön. 18 The hard part of

18

Quoted from Chödrön’s Taking the Leap, by way of O, The Oprah Magazine (2009).
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pausing, however, is to remember to pause, and therefore, practicing mindful
breathing is important to both students and teachers so that when “storms” arise,
we intuitively take pause (by way of our internal meditation bell) and breathe. Our
seeds of compassion, patience, and forgiveness have been watered with our
mindfulness practice, and thus, in the midst of our “storms,” we will be more
inclined to respond to un/favorable situations versus react to them. Taking long,
deep concentrated breaths—like the ones teachers usually encourage outrageous
students to take—invites more oxygen into the heart and brain, thus calming the
body, quieting the mind, and softening the heart so that teachers (and students) can
carefully respond to uncomfortable classroom situations.
Body Scans
The body scan is a stillness exercise—one that allows students to “check-in”
with themselves, while “developing both concentration and flexibility of attention
simultaneously” (Kabat-Zinn 77). And so, body scan practice is appropriate at the
start and the end of a class period. However, because the body scan involves
directing the breath into and out of different regions of the body, body scans may
well serve students and teachers in practicing their initial breathing exercises at the
start of class, therefore, cultivating moment-to-moment awareness. According to
Kabat-Zinn, “Each time the mind wanders, we bring it back to the part of the body
that we were working with when it drifted off, just as we bring the mind back to the
breath when it wanders in the sitting meditation” (79). Undoubtedly, then, body
scans help students to center themselves in their current classroom with their
whole selves—mind, body, and soul.
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Teachers who engage in body scans should ask students to sit up straight in
their chairs, with feet firmly planted on the floor. Their arms can fall freely at their
sides or rest in their laps, while their eyes are either closed or at a soft gaze. The
teacher will ring the meditation bell three times, signaling students to fall into
themselves. After the last reverberating sound, teachers will slowly and gently
guide students through their bodies starting from their toes to the crown of their
heads. A guided body scan may be scripted as follows: “Breathing in, feel your
stomach expand; breathing out, feel your stomach deflate. Take in another deep
breath and slowly exhale moving the breath from your lungs through your stomach
down your right leg until it reaches the toes on your right foot. With your attention
on your toes, breathe into each one loving-kindness energy. Focus your attention on
each toe and stay there for a while. What do your toes feel like? Now move your
breath from the toes in your right foot into the toes on your left.” While guiding
students through their bodies, teachers should pause for at least two minutes in
between each directive so that students can have time to attend to a particular body
part. After about 10-15 minutes of body scan practice, teachers will ring the
meditation bell three times; the bell’s final echo signals students to move out of their
bodies into the classroom. “Through repeated practice of the body scan over time,”
says Kabat-Zinn, “we come to grasp the reality of our body as whole in the present
moment” (88). Body scans, therefore, should probably be practiced at least once a
week in the mindful classroom.
There is no particular script that teachers have to follow in order to direct
body scans. However, teachers should be familiar with their students and what their
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needs are as active participants in the class. In other words, teachers might find it
most helpful to help students to ground themselves in their English classrooms by
encouraging them to lend their attention to their heads (for clear thinking), their
ears (for mindful listening), their tongues (for kind speech), their fingers (for fluid
writing), their hearts (for compassion), their lungs (for breath), and their eyes (for
mindful seeing).
Listening Mindfully
Listening mindfully is a practice that students definitely need to engage in—if
only because they are constantly asking questions that have already been answered
two and three times over. However, students also need listening practice because
often many of them are unable to relate to class assignments and/or fail to respond
compassionately to their peers and/or teachers, which is usually contributed to not
listening with both mind and heart. Students’ failure to listen in class causes them
to miss many directions, which indirectly boosts other classroom mishaps.
Listening, like calming down or paying attention, is an activity that teachers and
parents often tell children to do, but without the proper tools and exercises,
students usually fail to accomplish. While they believe that because they heard a
song, a set of instructions, or announcements that they were actually listening, nine
times out of ten, if students were asked to comprehend (or simply recall) what they
heard, they cannot. Students are so constantly being carried away by their thoughts
(and other classroom distractions) that they need a practice that will assist them in
quieting their internal chatter so that they can listen and be attentive to what’s
happening outside of themselves. Listening mindfully, then, requires that students
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listen with their full attention—mind, body, and heart—so that they can completely
engage in class activities and community building.
Students and teachers can practice mindfully listening in several ways,
including listening to contemplative music, absorbing nature, participating in circle
counseling, and engaging in story-telling—all of which are relational practices.
Students and teachers who choose to practice mindfully listening with nature, for
instance, can take their classes outside to the physical education field, direct them to
sit in the grass (or benches), and for 10-15 minutes, simply listen to nature. In order
to make this practice more effective, students should be directed to sit with their
eyes closed, which will heighten their listening ability.
Like guided breathing meditation, teachers may direct students through this
listening practice with reminders such as: “If you find yourself becoming carried
away with your thoughts about the bird you hear—if you are imagining its size, its
breed, its color, and its location, stop thinking so much, and instead, return to the
sound that the bird is making. Do not hold on to any other thoughts. Just listen.”
After participating in mindfully listening, students and teachers can discuss their
experiences with one with another—which reinforces mindful listening. As the
facilitator of the discussion, teachers might ask students to describe the difficulty in
having to listen without adding concepts to what they hear. They may ask students
to describe foreign sounds and to explain how they felt while they were simply
listening. Ultimately, by engaging in mindful listening practice on a regular basis,
students will be more inclined to pay attention to classroom directives, peer
discussions, and class assignments, especially if teachers give students a friendly
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reminder to “put on their listening ears,” just as (elementary) teachers have directed
them to “put on their thinking caps.” Like the other mindful practices, a meditation
bell should be used to signal the start and close of a mindfulness practice.
Practicing mindful listening also helps students and teachers to forge
classroom community, for listening creates a space for compassion for the other, as
well as an understanding that leads to knowing the other as self. (Here, listening
also applies to paying attention to body language.) For instance, all too often,
particularly when students are engaged in argument or when students exceed the
time limit teachers have secretly set for their verbal expressions, we either interrupt
each other to make our points, or we simply tune the other out and concentrate on
other things. During heated arguments and/or discussions, people usually are so
busy forming their rebuttals in their heads, that they have only heard what the other
has expressed—which usually amounts to “blah blah blah.” But when individuals
interrupt or ignore a speaker who carries a heavy heart, they rob him or her of the
opportunity to free his or her mind; deep listening is a communication tool that can
alleviate one’s pain. According to Thich Nhat Hanh19,
Deep listening is the kind of listening that can help relieve the
suffering of another person. . . . You listen with only one
purpose: to help him or her to empty his heart. Even if he says
things that are full of wrong perceptions, full of bitterness, you
are still capable of continuing to listen with compassion. . . . If
you want to help him correct his perception, you wait for

19

Excerpt taken from Hanh’s interview with Oprah Winfrey, 2011.
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another time. For now, you don’t interrupt. You don’t argue. If
you do, he loses his chance. You just listen with compassion
and help him to suffer less. (5)
Undoubtedly, deep listening is challenging, especially for high school students
surrounded by violence via movies, reality television, and poor neighborhoods.
Thus the reason deep listening must be practiced in school, for if the classroom is
treated as a direct reflection of what is happening in the world, then what happens
in the classroom can be manifested in out-side-of-class environments.
Furthermore, to not listen to another person is another form of
disengagement. Speaking is freeing; it is a validation of one’s humanity. To not
listen to another being is to reject his very existence; it is to deny a person
communion, which also denies him love. If students and teachers practice mindfully
listening to an instrument, a ringing bell, or singing bird, then surely, they can
cultivate a will and a desire to mindfully listen to each other, thus generating
understanding, compassion, and love not just for themselves, their classmates, and
other human beings, but for the arts, the environment, and empty spaces, including
the empty spaces that live deep down inside of their own bodies.
As students practice quieting their minds so that they can be more attentive
to what is happening outside of them, and as they continue to practice mindfulness
in order to move toward contemplative thinking, students will be able to use this
same listening practice to assist them in falling into the silence of themselves—
which reminds me of a conversation I shared with an elementary school teacher
about deep listening. While walking on the beach at night with her, she asked me,
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“What do you hear?” And I said to her, as noisy as the waves sound crashing against
each other and the shore, I hear quiet. She then said, but look out deeper into the
ocean where there are no waves and the water is darker, and imagine how much
quieter it is down there. She said, “The deeper you go into the ocean, the quieter
and stiller the water becomes until you hear absolutely nothing,” she said. “That
silence is like white noise, because there is something, even there, to be heard.”
Likewise, if students can go deep down into themselves, like going deep down into
the ocean, and they mindfully listen, then they can fashion a space for new
experiences of creativity, inquiry, wonderment, and freedom—which will make
learning more meaningful, personal, and exciting.
Teachers and students can practice this contemplative listening, or what
Thich Nhat Hanh calls “deep listening,” while they are practicing mindful breathing.
The same instruction that teachers offer their students while practicing breathing is
the same instruction that can assist students in falling into the silence of themselves.
Because settling into the silence of yourself is not so easily accomplished
considering the mind’s tendency to occupy its thoughts, instructors can encourage
deep listening by directing students to listen to the same ringing bell that initiates
their mindfulness practice until the ring fades. When students no longer hear the
ringing bell, they are directed to raise their hands, which denotes the conclusion of
one listening session—similar to the ear tests that students are required to take in
high school. Teachers should consecutively continue this practice at least three
times, encouraging students to listen for the bell’s reverberation longer than they
listened for it the first time. Teachers should also gradually extend the silence
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between each session, thus encouraging deep listening. If practiced regularly,
students should eventually be able to quietly sit for longer periods of time with their
breaths, thus creating calmer, more focused, creatively inclined students—and for
the teacher, more manageable classrooms and engaging student projects.
Looking Mindfully
Mindful looking is an attention strength training exercise that assists
students in focusing their eyes. Considering the busyness of computer technology,
which requires students to scan pages bombarded with pop-up ads, unexpected
music, news clip interruptions, and overwhelming hyperlinks, students can benefit
from exercises in mindful looking, for their immersion in an ADHD world reinforces
their own ADHD behaviors (Carr, 2008). Practicing mindful looking will assist
students in staying focused on close readings, teacher instructions, and class
assignments. Eventually, with enough practice, students will be able to sit in class
focused on their required reading and writing assignments despite classroom
distractions—like the impulse to look at the door each time someone enters and/or
exits the classroom.
Teachers can assist students in practicing mindful looking by directing them
to fix their eyes onto one particular object in the classroom—particularly on an
object that doesn’t move. Students should be directed to focus their attention on
that particular object, and after hearing the third ring of the meditation bell, fall into
their meditation practice. Teachers should direct students to stay focused on their
object of choice, and if their eyes wander, to gently bring their attention back to
their object. Students and teachers can engage in this practice for about ten
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minutes, and once the final meditation bell is rang, students move out of their
meditation practice into the classroom. Teachers can make this exercise more
challenging by adding distractions (or designating a student distractor) to students’
focus practice.
For instance, students can be directed to fix their attention on their choice
object, and once students have fallen into their practice, the teacher (or student) can
add distractions such as clapping hands, whistling, flipping through a text book.
Although these intentional distractions may appear unlikely to happen in a
classroom, the objective of this activity is to assist students in focusing their
attention despite distractions; and the high school classroom is constantly
distracted by student misbehaviors, school announcements, opening and closing
doors, hallway chatter, and the like. Therefore, as they continue to practice via
mock distractions, when the real distractions arise, students would have
strengthened their attention to the point of being able to focus through real
interruptions.
Moreover, during mindful looking exercises, students should be reminded
that if their eyes wander off to the object of distraction, then their minds have
drifted off as well. When this occurs, students should gently bring their attention
back to their object of focus. Eventually, as students continue to practice this
exercise, they will more readily return to their reading and writing assignments, to
class discussions, and to teacher lectures despite inevitable classroom distractions.
In addition to assisting students in maintaining focus, mindfully looking also
helps students to fall into contemplative looking, which requires seeing with both
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mind and heart. In his essay, “Flower Insights20,” Thich Nhat Hanh shares a story
that explains this kind of looking; he claims it has been discussed by generations of
Zen students:
One day the Buddha held up a flower in front of an audience of
1,250 monks and nuns. He did not say anything for quite a
long time. The audience was perfectly silent. Everyone seemed
to be thinking hard, trying to see the meaning behind the
Buddha’s gesture. Then, suddenly, the Buddha smiled. He
smiled because someone in the audience smiled at him and at
the flower. (42-43).
According to Hanh, no other monk or nun out of that 1,250 noticed the flower,
except for Mahakashyapa, who smiled. “When someone holds up a flower and
shows it to you, he wants you to see it. If you keep thinking, you miss the flower.
The person who was not thinking, who was just himself, was able to encounter the
flower in depth, and he smiled,” says Hanh (43). In other words, contemplative
looking is a concentrated looking sans the concepts that the mind has created about
that which is the object of one’s attention. Such mindful looking requires students
to not look with the mind that confines the object to rational and empirical thoughts,
but to look with the heart, free of concepts and judgments; to see the flower as it is.
Teachers can assist students with mindful looking as a contemplative
practice by mimicking the monk in Thich Nhat Hanh’s story and allowing one
student a week to bring in an object for “show-and-tell.” Following the same
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Excerpt is taken from Peace Is Every Step: The Path of Mindfulness in Everyday Life, 1991.
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procedures for mindful looking above, teachers can direct students to focus on their
classmates’ object for an extended amount of time. Although contemplative looking
doesn’t strengthen attention muscles, per se, contemplative looking has the
potential to encourage freedom, creativity, and acceptance, for students are
challenged to look at objects without “naming” them. Naming objects may allow
individuals to understand what it is they are seeing. However, their sight is
constrained by concepts, and therefore, students rarely know (for themselves) what
they are seeing; what they are seeing may not be what their hearts—free of
preconceived concepts and judgments—are actually seeing. Mindful looking as a
contemplative practice, then, can encourage classroom (and out-side-of-classroom)
relationships, especially when the practice moves beyond looking at trinkets into
looking at beings, human and nonhuman.
Walking Mindfully
Practicing mindful walking in the classroom is an exercise that cultivates
moment-to-moment awareness by simply walking (with the consciousness of
walking) and using the feet to make connections to the earth; it also fosters
gratitude for the ability to walk, much like the body scan fosters an appreciation for
body parts—despite human malaise regarding particular regions. Like mindful
breathing, mindful listening, and mindful looking, when students engage in mindful
walking in order to focus their attention, they use the act of walking as their object
of focus, and so, whenever their minds wander off of their walking, they notice their
lack of awareness, and breathing in, they return their attention to their walking.
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Human beings rarely walk to be walking—they are usually engrossed in
other things like texting, talking, or thinking—and therefore, participating in
walking meditation practice will assist students in being with each movement from
moment-to-moment. Kabat-Zinn claims, “[W]e carry our mind with us when we
walk, so we are usually absorbed in our own thoughts to one extent or another. We
are hardly ever just walking, even when we are ‘just going for a walk’” (114). And
so, walking mindfully has the capacity to redirect students’ chattering minds by way
of attending to the sensations of walking felt through the legs, feet, and toes. The act
of writing, particularly free-writing, is like mindful walking, and therefore,
movement exercises like these can assist students in using writing as a mindfulness
tool for relinquishing chattering minds. (I discuss this idea more in Part Two.)
Walking mindfully is a movement exercise that will probably best suit
students and teachers if engaged in as a break in the middle of the class. Often,
especially during standardized exams or long sitting periods, teachers encourage
students to stand up and stretch (yoga practice), which is intended to revitalize
them and help them to clear their heads so that they can refocus their attention on
the task at hand. Walking mindfully can serve these same ends. While walking
mindfully, students—especially first time practitioners—are directed to look down,
not necessarily at their feet, but away from classroom happenings, in order to fully
absorb their walking experience. Either walking in a circle or back and forth in
lanes, students should place each sole of their foot onto the ground at snail’s pace.
Kabat-Zinn suggests taking a minute to take one step so that practitioners can
intently be with each step. Students might find themselves looking around, feeling
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weird, or losing their balance because they are walking so slowly. However,
students should be reminded to avoid falling into these thoughts, but instead, to
refocus their attention on their walking by feeling the sensations in their body. As
student concentration gets stronger, teachers can sophisticate the mindful walking
practice by directing students to walk faster (or at a normal pace). Teacher can also
challenge students to look ahead versus look down, which allows them to sense
their whole body walking. Like the other mindful exercises, the teacher uses the
mediation bell to signal her students into and out of their practice. Students and
teachers should move classroom desks if feasible.
Walking meditation is like breathing. Human beings take for granted their
ability to walk just as often as they do their freedom to breathe. But each new step
is like a new breath—another new moment to be alive. My three year old niece Nyla
reminded me of the significance of walking and how the act can be used to ground
human beings in moment-to-moment awareness, while nurturing an appreciation
for the earth. One weekend while visiting Nyla at home, I took her outside for a
walk; she had recently learned how to do it. As I took her hand and guided her
through the neighborhood, I had to walk at her pace: slowly and carefully, we
walked together. We watched our feet touch the sidewalk. We slowed down when
gravity felt like it would defy us. We intentionally bent our knees to step over cracks
and bumps. We completely stopped and turned around to look at a tree. We
completely stopped again, raised our heads and looked at a bird. Nyla even pointed
towards the sky as if simply looking wasn’t enough. And as she pointed, I gave the
bird its name, further affirming its existence and our being. Although we did not
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walk far, walking with Nyla was a reminder of life’s wonders—which is far out.
Indeed, the Bible says, a little child shall lead them (Isaiah 11:6). That weekend Nyla
led me to re-membering how wonder-filled it is to be fully immersed in the
experience of simply walking.
If students are practicing mindful walking on a regular basis, then they, too,
can re-connect with the earth, as well as with themselves, for mindful walking
reminds students to be present to experiencing what their senses are feeling at each
new moment versus falling unconscious to their minds muddling over past and
future circumstances. Maybe then students will refrain from walking while texting
and be more aware of their surroundings. Or maybe they won’t be so inclined to
rush from one point to the other—and if they are rushing—can still experience a
sense of calm and peace. Undoubtedly, hallways will feel less frantic, and eventually,
so will highways and other circuit systems.
*

*

*

Mindfully breathing, body scanning, listening, looking, and walking are a few
of many mindfulness practices that teachers and students can incorporate into their
traditional classrooms. Exposing students to each practice, however, will give them
the opportunity to try each one out and choose a practice that works best for them
in and out-side-of the classroom. While some students may find mindful breathing
engaging, others will not, and may, instead, prefer mindful walking. Or maybe
students will be so inclined to intentionally incorporate all of these practices into
their daily lives until such practices are no longer practices, but are their way of
being.
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At any rate, time allotted for practicing mindfulness has the potential to
encourage students and teachers to take pause, to free their minds of any
distractions, and to creatively, openly, flexibly, and ponderously proceed with
whatever tasks lie before them. In addition, mindfulness practices can assist
students and teachers in becoming self-aware, as meditation suggests that people be
still, fall into the rhythm of their breath, and listen attentively to the silence deep
within them. In that silence people can find calm, peace, and freedom; in that silent
space people experience the now and are free to meet their most authentic selves.
According to Thich Nhat Hanh, “Every time we get back in touch with ourselves, the
conditions become favorable for us to encounter life in the present moment” (1991,
19). He also claims that freedom exists only in the present moment. Henceforth,
self-awareness is a practice that allows others to be free within themselves.
Teachers don’t have to acquire super powers, and students don’t have to wait
on Superman in order to experience effective, mind-freeing classrooms. We are the
one’s we’ve been waiting for. “To awaken to this capacity, in oneself and in others,
is education” (Krishnamurti 91).
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Part Two
Expressivist Writing and Contemplative Writing Practices: From Process to
Mindfulness

101

Sweet Darkness21 by David Whyte
When your eyes are tired
the world is tired also.
When your vision has gone
no part of the world can find you.
Time to go into the dark
where the night has eyes
to recognize its own.
There you can be sure
you are not beyond love.
The dark will be your womb
tonight.
The night will give you a horizon
further than you can see.
You must learn one thing.
The world was made to be free in.
Give up all the other worlds
except the one to which you belong.
Sometimes it takes darkness and the sweet
confinement of your aloneness
to learn
anything or anyone
that does not bring you alive
is too small for you.

21

Teaching with Fire: Poetry that Sustains the Courage to Teach. Eds. Sam M. Intrator and Megan
Scribner. San Francisco, 2003. 83.
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Introduction: Re-envisioning the Process Movement:
Expressively Writing towards Mindfulness

“Writing is, in fact, a transaction with words whereby you free yourself from what you
presently think, feel, and perceive.” 22
--Peter Elbow

High school English classrooms have become a space for “writing towards
the exam.” However, the National Council of Teachers of English claims that English
classrooms are designed to introduce students to the art of writing and to assist
students in creating a writing practice that helps them to use writing as a source for
vitality23. But when high school English students are charged to write a research
paper, an argumentative essay, a personal narrative, a literary response paper, or a
standard five paragraph essay for a timed standardized exam, are they ever writing
for creativity, self-discovery, self-reflection, and transformation? In the wake of this
testing era, are students ever given the space to reflect on their written feelings and
thoughts?
Certainly, if writing is intended to be “a source for vitality,” to serve as a
transaction whereby students free themselves from what they “presently think, feel,
and perceive,” then writing in public high schools must do more than function as
drills in preparation for state assessments. Writing must be (if even for just the first

22
23

Elbow, Peter. Writing Without Teachers. New York: Oxford University Press, 1973. 15.
See National Council of Teachers of English, “Beliefs about the Teaching of Writing” at www.ncte.org.
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ten minutes of class) a practice in mindfulness, whereby student writers engage in a
contemplative writing pedagogy that allows them a writing space for exploring
unknown territory; such a pedagogy can begin with expressivist authentic voice
writing exercises (free write, journal, personal narrative, and autobiography), which
are tenets of the Process Movement with which so many English teachers are
already familiar.
As a former high school English instructor, I struggled with engaging my
students in required writing exercises, many of which were drills in preparation for
the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT). Students were bored with the
trite topics, such as, “What Is One of Your Least Favorite Chores”; they were
threatened by the formalities of the five paragraph essay; and they were confused
(perhaps even silenced) by the constant reminder to avoid writing in first person.
Students were so jaded by all of the rules and expectations of English classrooms
that by the time they entered my 10th or 11th grade high school English classroom,
they strongly believed that they could not write. To them, I was one more English
teacher who would use my red pen to write them off. Little did students know,
however, that I was just as bored with, just as threatened by, and just as confused
about teaching them composition as they were about learning it.
The moments when my high school students did not loathe writing, however,
were when our classroom lights were off, our windows were open, and Nina Simone
was crooning from our classroom radio. During this time, which was about the first
fifteen minutes of class, I did not speak—except for my routine greetings. Students
were required to silently read their posted Journal Thought of the Day and to write a
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personal response to it for five minutes—which is longer than it seems. Journal
topics throughout the year ranged from “If love were a thing, what would it be?” to
“Is cheating a grounds for divorce?” to “What was one of the saddest moments in
your life?” After five minutes, I asked students to stop writing and invited them to
share their responses for the next ten minutes of class. And they did, eagerly.
Students either read their responses directly from their papers, or they
summarized their responses, both of which allowed them to hear their own voices
and to gain authority—not only on the day’s journal topic, but in the classroom. In
addition, students commented on each other’s experiences and listened to one
another’s ideas, which encouraged dialogue and inspired classroom community.
Every now and then our ten-minute free write discussion lasted well into the middle
of the class period; and that was okay. Students needed this free space. They
needed freedom to transition from one period into the next; they needed freedom
from writing constraints; they needed freedom from my authoritative voice; they
needed freedom to write themselves into being. “To teach is to create a space,”
Parker Palmer says (O’Reilley 1), and using an altered version of Peter Elbow’s 10minute free write exercise, I (unknowingly) did just that.
According to Elbow, there is "a place where there is learning but no teaching.
It is possible to learn something and not be taught. It is possible to be a student and
not have a teacher" (Elbow ix). By displacing myself as authority figure for the first
ten minutes of class, I created a space for students to be free within themselves.
Through their free writes, in response to the topic of the day, I allowed students to
write about their own opinions, I invited them to address their heart matters, and I
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alleviated them from the pressures of English conventions. During this sovereign
time, I was becoming acquainted with my students’ interests, their beliefs, their
fears. I refrained from commenting on what they shared so that I could hear and be
in communion with my students’ personhood. Unbeknownst to me, such traditional
writing practices, which come out of the 1960’s Process Movement and are called
“authentic voice” or “expressivist” writing, are contemplative in nature, for they
invited me and my students into present awareness wherein focus, creativity,
authenticity, relationship, and stillness are possible.
Yet, though my students were able to affirm their being through these 15minute free writing exercises, their formal, traditional writing assignments still
lacked creativity, fervor, and authenticity; no matter how often we engaged in freewriting exercises, students still reverted to “inventing the university”24 when
engaging in formal writing assignments, because I failed to teach students how to
apply their practice to their formal writing “performances.” And so, while the 10minute free write momentarily freed students from English conventions and such,
free writing did not become the practice that Peter Elbow suggests allows students
to free themselves from what they “presently think, feel, and perceive” so that they
can regularly write uninhibited by ideas and feelings that keep them from writing or
identifying themselves as writers. In other words, free writing alone—despite its
ability to affirm student writers—is neither enough to transform students, which
24

According to David Bartholomae in his 1985 essay “Inventing the University,” when college students sit
down to write an essay, they are expected to learn to speak the English teacher’s language and to know as
English instructors know. First year English students, says Bartholomae, are charged with trying to be
members of the Academy, though they enter the University with little to no training regarding the various
discourses of the English community. As a result of students’ efforts to sound like their English
instructors, students adopt what composition theorist Ken Macrorie terms “Engfish”—an academic
language that conceals, rather than reveals, a student’s personal self.
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Elbow’s epigraph about writing implies, nor is it enough to serve as “a source for
vitality,” which the NCTE states English classrooms should do. Instead, expressivist
writing allows students to express and affirm their conditioned feelings and
thoughts, and rather, it serves as a point of departure towards mindful writing. And
so, in order for writing to be a life source, students must move beyond the analytical
and simply expressive component of the writing process and into a process of disidentification in writing, which requires investigation or contemplative inquiry.
Many English instructors, just like I did, are using traditional writing
practices like Elbow’s 10-minute free write for student affirmation and community
building; some instructors are even using it to transition between periods or for
mere busy work. Nonetheless, most English instructors are unaware that such
writing exercises —if practiced as a formalized contemplative pedagogy that
teachers purposely embody and apply to their classroom practices—could
purposefully encourage mindfulness in student writers; practices like free writing
have the capacity to help student writers to let go of preconceived notions in order
to create a space for new knowing, for the act of free writing serves as a purging of
confusion, stress, insecurities, distractions, and the like, which get in the way of
creativity, focused attention, and present awareness. As an aspect of contemplative
pedagogy that has been practiced, although not termed “contemplative pedagogy,”
practices in expressivist authentic voice writing is a traditional writing practice that
can purposely—as Ken Macrorie suggests composition teaching do—“enable
students to use their powers, to make discoveries, to take alternative paths” (Clark
13). Macrorie also claims that a composition classroom that encourages
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expressivist writing “does not suggest that the world can best be examined by a set
of rules . . . The program gives the student first, freedom to find his voice and let his
subjects find him . . . [and] for both teacher and student, a constant reading for truth,
in writing and commenting on that writing” (13-14). In other words, practices in
expressivist authentic voice writing, like traditional practices in mindfulness, have
the capacity to place a person in present awareness in order to confidently and
authentically explore—through the act of writing—unexplored territories.
However, in order for expressivist writing to move into a practice in
mindfulness, writing students must do more than affirm their voices; they must be
given a contemplative space to engage their feelings and their thoughts. “The
writing classroom should be a workshop in which [students] are encouraged
through the supportive response of teachers and peers to use writing as a way to
figure out what they think and feel,” says Tobin Hart (7). Hence, in the chapters that
follow, I offer teachers a set of tools by which students can use expressivist writing
exercises as points of departures toward mindful writing practices.
In Chapter Four: “From Expressivist Writing to Mindfulness Practices: An
Examination of Like Responses to America’s 1960’s Countercultural Movement,” I
briefly examine the historical underpinnings of the Process Movement and the
emergence of mindfulness into American culture in order to situate “authentic
voice” pedagogy as a teaching process that can lead students into mindful writing.
With these historical accounts, I aim at illustrating the need for both theories to
work together in a contemplative classroom, whose aim is to assist students in
affirming and transforming their encumbered selves. I suggest that teachers
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consider the tenets of the Process Movement as a point of departure for student
transformation via mindful writing practices.
In Chapter Five: “A Review of Literature: Exploring the Relationship between
Writing Processes and Meditation,” I examine the theories of composition
instructors and scholars whose work imply and inform mindful writing practices. I
begin with Peter Elbow’s idea of free writing practice and end with Robert P.
Yagelski’s notion of writing as an act of being. Although the research I review spans
between 1973-2009, writing as a contemplative practice has been exercised since
St. Augustine’s autobiographical Confessions (AD 398) and inferred since Donald
Murray’s 1969 “The Explorers of Inner Space” and Ken Macrorie’s 1970 Telling
Writing; it continues to be discussed with Dinty Moore’s 2012 The Mindful Writer.
Finally, in Chapter Six: “Contemplative Writing Pedagogy: Exercises in
Writing Mindfully,” I offer teachers and students practice expressivist writing
exercises that can serve as leeways into practices in mindfulness, similar to the “bell
ringers” discussed in Chapter Three. Here, I also illustrate how mindfulness
practices support a contemplative writing pedagogy.
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Chapter Four: From Expressivist Writing to Mindfulness Practices: An
Examination of Like Responses to America’s 1960s Countercultural Movement

“Writing empowers meditation; meditation empowers writing. Insights derived from
meditation are the material for writing, and vice versa.” 25
--Donald R. Gallehr
“Writing, like contemplative practices, involves aspects of the unknown: we do not
know, before putting pen to paper, what we will write, how language and sentences
will unfold, where we will end up with an essay or argument.” 26
--Gesa E. Kirsch

Both the Process Movement and the turn to Eastern spirituality (in America)
were responses to the 1960s Countercultural Movement that resulted in human
beings’ search for truth, authenticity, love, and peace in the wake of civic upheaval.
Whether African Americans and women were advocating for their civil rights or
Vietnamese monks were burning themselves in protest of the repressive measures
of President Ngo Dinh Diem’s government, the 1960s made people aware of
suffering. And so, human beings began to subscribe to alternative modes of being
and thinking in an attempt to affirm their personhood and free their minds from the

25

Gallehr, Donald R. “Wait, and the Writing Will Come: Meditation and the Composing Process.” Presence
of Mind: Writing and the Domain Beyond the Cognitive. Eds. Alice Glarden Brand and Richard L. Graves.
Portsmouth: Boynton/Cook Publishers, 1994. 22.
26
Kirsch, Gesa E. “From Introspection to Action: Connecting Spirituality and Civic Engagement.” College
Composition & Communication 60.4 (2009). W2.
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political unrest that dominated the climate. Composition theorists considered the
Process Movement, which endeavored to assist students in affirming themselves
through expressivist writing assignments such as journaling, free writing, personal
narrative and autobiography writing; and psychedelics, hippies, spiritualists, and
liberals, adopted the yogic and Buddhist influenced idea of mindfulness, particularly
Zen, which strived to liberate individuals from conditioning through sitting and
breathing meditation, so that they could experience an internal peace and freedom.
No matter what institution one belonged to, individuals searched for a practice that
would liberate them from the current strife that influenced segregation, war,
environmental pollution, loneliness, disease, competition, and dehumanization.
Expressivist writing and mindfulness, both of which influenced how one
would compose him or herself and assert his or her being in an oppressive
patriarchal America, served similar ends: to assist human beings in unearthing and
affirming the love, peace, freedom, creativity, and togetherness that is inherent in
the spirit of their unencumbered selves. Undoubtedly, as James Moffett expressed
in “Writing, Inner Speech, and Meditation” (1982), “Writing and meditating are
naturally allied activities,” and therefore, can be used in an English classroom to
assist students and teachers in having meaningful classroom experiences (231).
However, the goals for each practice are different: expressivist writing, though
freeing students from the constraints of English conventions and allowing them to
claim themselves through personal writing assignments, does not require students
to engage their claims; therefore, “affirmed” students remain stuck in preconceived
ideas about themselves. With mindfulness, however, students reflect on their
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personal writing in order to interrupt their current identification of their
reacclaimed selves; they do not stay stuck in their conditioned affirmations, but
instead, move through them in an effort to transform current modes of thinking and
being. In other words, expressivist writing coupled with mindfulness writing
practices assist students in a continuous becoming, which makes writing a power
vehicle for student transformation.
High school English teachers and their students are already familiar with and
are currently using expressivist writing processes and practices in classrooms
throughout public schools (Lad Tobin, 2001). Although the Process Movement has
been criticized for “fostering naive notions of self, truth, and authenticity,” for
“turning into the kind of rules-driven product that it originally critiqued,” for “failing
to teach basic and necessary skills and conventions,” for “positing a view of ‘the
writer’ that fails to take into account differences of race, gender, and class,” and for
“failing to recognize the role and significance of context” because it focuses on the
individual writer (Tobin 10-13), none of these criticisms displaces or disproves
what Peter Elbow, Donald Murray, Ken Macrorie, Donald Graves, and other
expressivist theorists articulated in the 1960s: “Writing is to be pursued in a free
and supportive environment in which the student is encouraged to engage in an act
of self- discovery” (Clark 6). Certainly, despite the criticisms, no one loses when
they are situated in a safe space where a writing process is applied to help students
unearth a personhood and community buried in concepts and false judgments.
Elbow and his contemporaries seem to indirectly point toward mindfulness
practices, especially in regards to the verbiage used to describe their position
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regarding expressivist writing. Considering that the Process Movement burgeoned
during the same time that Eastern meditation influenced America, phrases like “free
and supportive environment,” and “engage in an act of self-discovery,” are
undoubtedly contemplative in nature. And so, writing as a mindfulness practice is
not a new idea, at least not for higher institutions of education. Yet, discussing the
tenets of the Process Movement in relationship to mindfulness writing processes is
practically void in K-12 education.
Nonetheless, composition teachers and theorists, particularly those who
engage in their own personal mindfulness practices, have mulled over the
relationship between contemplation and writing since the 1960s (Moffett, 1982;
Gallehr, 1994; Schiller, 1997; Perl, 2004). And since 21st century American popular
culture has been experiencing a return to the 60s, more composition theorists
(Moss, 2003; Mountford, 2003; Belanoff, 2001; Elbow, 1993; Gere, 2001; Ratcliffe,
2006; Daniell, 2003; Herndl and Brown, 1996) have begun to acknowledge the spirit
of contemplation in writing practices like expressivist writing. However, though
they have written on the nature of spirituality via the rhetoric of preaching, of
silence, of listening, of recovery, and of sustainability and the natural world,
respectively, the aforementioned scholars “point to the importance of
contemplation and reflection for civic life, social responsibility, and ethical decision
making,” says Kirsch in “From Introspection to Action: Connecting Spirituality and
Civic Engagement” (2009) (W2). However, “[t]hey do not . . . focus explicitly on the
power of contemplative practices as a source of knowledge, insight, and creativity in
the writing classroom” (W2-W3), which means, composition theorists still have a
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ways to go in terms of firmly situating contemplative practices as vital exercises for
inspiring student writing and transformation.
Still, because the Process Movement articulated expressivist writing
practices as exercises and spaces for improving academic writing, discovering voice,
and encouraging self-discovery, it makes possible a contemplative writing
pedagogy, and therefore, its practices can be adopted for a mindfulness classroom.
According to Elbow, “I can grow or change, [but] not unless I start out inhabiting my
own voice or style . . . In short, I need to accept myself as I am before I can tap my
power or start to grow” (14). Surely, once student writers learn to identify their
voices via expressivist writing practices, they can grow and transform through
mindfulness writing practices (awareness, reflection, inquiry, and letting go) that
help students to dis-identify from the concepts that label their voices.
Furthermore, considering that abhorrent out-side-of school and in-side-of
school conditions often lead to students’ inability to focus, to create, to self-explore,
to be present, and to be authentic, an English classroom wherein writing is informed
by mindfulness can assist students in awakening and opening their minds to new
learning possibilities and more effective ways of being in and outside of the
classroom—while also armoring students with the confidence, skills, and voice they
need to “perform” traditional writing requirements (Gottschalk and Hjortshoj,
2004). “If you allow yourself to write consistently, you will become more and more
finely tuned,” says Julia Cameron in The Right to Write, 1998 (173). “You will
become more and more fluid and expressive. As you become more fluid and
expressive, you will become more vibrant, more vital, more alive” (173); and
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according to the NCTE, writing as a source of vitality is the goal of English
classrooms.
And so, in the remainder of this chapter, I provide the historical
underpinnings of both the Process Movement and mindfulness in America in order
to provide high school English teachers who usually come to the classroom with
little to no philosophical foundations to their own classroom pedagogies (Knoblauch
and Brannon, 1984), a basic understanding of both movements in order to re-situate
expressivist pedagogy as a writing process that can lead students into mindful
writing and being.
The Process Movement
The 1960s Process Movement is a return to the classical ideas of the
composing process. During antiquity, rhetoricians like Aristotle, Plato, and Socrates
used a five stage composition process (invention, arrangement, style, memory, and
delivery) in order to deliver their oratories. According to Irene Clark in “Process”
(2003), “[N]o one at that time was under the impression that a ‘gifted’ speaker did
not have to engage in an elaborate process before he could deliver an effective
speech” (5). Likewise, the NCTE believed that in order to make the college writing
course more rigorous, it, too, had to “focus beyond socialization or linguistics to the
full traditional range of rhetorical concerns” (Reynolds 7), for during the 1930s New
Criticism Movement—the beginning of modern composition studies—close analysis
of literary texts was emphasized, which “appeared to have no common ground with
the current forms of rhetorical study and composition pedagogy” (6). And so, the
NCTE was in search of a writing pedagogy similar to the five stage composition
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process that would require students to move beyond analyzing literature toward
composing pieces in their own voices and on their own terms. Therefore, in 1949,
the NCTE mandated the Conference on College Composition and Communication
(CCCC) in order to reconsider the freshman writing course.
At CCCC, foundations for the modern discipline of composition studies were
laid and conditions for graduate teaching assistants teaching college writing courses
were improved (7). Composition specialists revisited classical texts, along with the
five-stage process of classical rhetoric, and became re-interested in the writing
process (7). According to Reynolds et al., in “A Brief History of Rhetoric and
Composition” (2004), “Invention and arrangement began to be reclaimed for
composition studies as preliminary stages in the writing process. Style, too, was
seen as a process of developing ideas by recasting sentences, not merely pouring
ideas into preset sentence forms” (8). Furthermore, “style [was also considered] an
expression of personal ethos” (8). This attention to writing process and to writing
as self-expression encouraged the Modern Language Association (MLA) and the
NCTE to sponsor the 1966 Dartmouth Conference. There, says Reynolds et al.,
“American and British educators from the elementary, secondary, and college levels
. . . helped spread the conviction that writing instruction should emphasize selfexpressive uses of language and assist students in shaping their ideas through
writing” (8). Here marked the beginning of writing as a tool for self-exploration.
As a result of the Dartmouth conference, writing specialist were challenged
to consider “writing instruction that takes more notice of students’ needs for selfexpression as opposed to their adjustment to social demands”—especially since
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writing teachers were seeking “some critical response to the opaque, impersonal
prose that dominate[d] politics” at that time (8). Composition studies then searched
for a pedagogy that would help students find personal writing styles—free from
conventions—which, when discovered, came to be termed “authentic voice”
pedagogy (8)—which is an “expression” of students’ own thoughts and feelings sans
teacher expectations, academic conventions, as well as pre-conceived ideas of
“good” writing. This perspective is also called “expressivism” (Clark 13); its purpose
was to help students to find their own voices amongst the many voices that already
dominated and defined literature and composition.
According to Clark, “Teachers adhering to an expressivist philosophy tend to
assign essays concerned with personal experience and self-reflection, the goal being
able to enable students to discover their own personal ‘voice’ that would result in
‘authentic’ writing and self-empowerment” (13). In this vein, expressivist teachers
provided the space that O’Reilley and Palmer claim is necessary for contemplative
living. “Some pedagogical practices crush the soul,” says O’Reilley. “Others allow the
spirit to come home: to self, to community, and to the revelations of reality”
(O’Reilley 3). Undoubtedly, when teachers assign expressivist writing assignments,
they are creating a space for students to first affirm themselves through writing, so
that they can rest in and achieve a becoming that mindfulness writing practices
afford. As Elbow notes, students cannot transform themselves if they don’t first
know their selves—mind, body, and soul.
Furthermore, according to Cameron, as long as students have something to
say, their authentic voice will effortlessly show up in their writing, for students don’t
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need to develop what they already have; students have a voice in writing because
students have voices. “The minute we start thinking of writing as something exalted
and difficult, the minute we begin to imagine we must construct something—‘a
voice’—in order to be able to do it, writing becomes an elusive and difficult art
rather than a birthright—or a birth-write,” says Cameron (154). In other words,
holding class lectures and discussions on authentic voice writing is unnecessary.
Instead, English teachers can help students to uncover their writing voices by
assigning writing tasks that create space for students to comfortably and honestly
speak. And so, the expressivist writing that originated from the Process Theory of
composition, which was a response to America’s Counterculture Movement, is a tool
for personal rather than social expression; when used as a point of departure for
mindfulness writing practices, expressivist writing can actually support meditation,
and vice versa.
Mindfulness in America
The rampant social and spiritual unrest that flourished in America during the
1960s contributed to the rise of Buddhist practice in the West. According to Richard
Rubinstein, “[T]he crisis of the sixties above all [was] a crisis of meaning, a religious
crisis with major political, social, and cultural consequences” (Prebish 31). He notes
that religion in America was in turmoil and Americans were experiencing “the death
of God,” as faith in the value of religion began to decline, particularly during the
Vietnam War, at which time Vietnamese monks engaged in self-immolation (Prebish
32). The image of a monk “sitting in meditation, hands clasped in the mudra of
meditation, body ablaze,” was brought into American homes by way of newspapers,
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magazines, and television (Fields 255), thus inspiring what Charles Prebish in “The
Consciousness Explosion: 1961-1970” called “the largest, fastest, and most dynamic
growth spurt in [Buddhism’s] short history on the American scene” (28). According
to Dr. Thich Thien-an, “[Monks] were using their bodies like a lamp for help” (Fields
255). Rhetorically speaking, while the image of the Vietnamese’s burning body
served as a “lamp for help” in Vietnam, it also served as a light towards mindfulness
practices in a dark America.
During America’s “dark ages,” several books about Buddhism and Vietnam
were published in America, including Jerrold Schecter’s The New Face of the Buddha
and Thich Nhat Hanh’s Vietnam, Lotus in Sea of Fire: The Buddhist Story. In
academia, Buddhist studies began to emerge as an independent discipline, with the
founding of Buddhist Studies Programs at the University of Wisconsin, Columbia
University, and University of California, Berkeley (Prebish 29). In addition, the 1957
psychedelic pandemonium and the related hippie movement had much to do with
the trendiness of mindfulness practices in America’s Counterculture Movement
(Prebish 30). According to Rick Fields in “And Round: The Sixties,” the psychedelics
attraction to drugs, particularly LSD, attracted them to Zen Buddhism and
Transcendental Meditation, for they believed that sitting meditation was a “trip”
that would grant them a high similar to the one they received while taking LSD
(249). In other words, LSD users believed that sitting meditation, which is intended
to help the meditator transcend into a state of nothingness, would give them the
same emptiness that LSD provided. However, while many psychedelics and theorists
(Alan Watts, Richard Alpert, and Timothy Leary) initially “promoted psychotropics
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as a religious endeavor,” Buddhist in America “seemed to hope for the ‘organic trip,’
which was more powerful than the drug experience but safer” (Prebish 34). And so,
as the Buddhist practice of sitting meditation evolved in America, there was less
drug use associated with the practice, which made Buddhist practice more attractive
to those seeking an organic practice that would liberate them from societal ills.
Hippies, on the other hand, prescribed to the demonopolization of Western
religious traditions and believed that they, not God, had the ability to make a
profound impact that would affect radical, sweeping social change (31). The pure
self-determinist notions of the hippie movement were in line with the law of Karma
as stated in Hinduism and Buddhism, says Prebish, and therefore, hippies were
attracted to the “newness, supposed rootlessness, and hoped-for ecstasy” that yogic
and Buddhist practices implied (31, 36). The hippies are similar to composition
theorists who opposed the Harvard influence27 on rhetoric and composition.
Nevertheless, the Buddhist’s ideas of earth and sustainability, peace and love, truth
and freedom—along with Thich Nhat Hanh’s relationship to Martin Luther King’s
non-violence program—were just as attractive to hippies who rebelled against
technology, war, and oppressive institutions. As Joshu Sasaki-roshi, a Zen Master
who arrived in America in 1962, proclaimed, America was “‘ripe for spiritual
revolution, since the young were not prisoners of tradition’” (Fields 246). And so,
mindfulness practices allowed hippies and other discouraged individuals an
alternative way to be free in an oppressive America—similar to how expressivist
27

Edward T. Channing, chair of Harvard’s Boylston Professorship of Rhetoric & Oratory, 1806, established
rules for correct grammar, style, and organization in student writing. His prescriptions dominated and
influenced the development of rhetoric at other American colleges. (See the Bedford Bibliography for
Teachers of Writing for more information.)
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writing allowed students to free themselves from constricting writing guidelines
and traditions.
By the mid-1960s, several Zen groups were firmly established in America,
specifically in New York, Boston, Philadelphia, Washington D.C., Chicago, and
California (Fields 243-245). They were grounded in the teachings of Soyen Shaku,
Sokei-en, Senzaki, and D.T. Suzuki, who trained American Buddhist (Walter
Nowick28, Philip Kapleau, Trudy Dixon) in leading and exposing others in the Zen
tradition. Kapleau, who wrote The Three Pillars of Zen (1965), which was the first
book by a Westerner from within the Zen tradition, provided instructions on how to
sit, thus making it possible for people who never met a Zen teacher to begin
practicing on their own (241). Over five thousand copies of his groundbreaking text
were purchased and distributed to public libraries throughout New York (241).
Kapleau also founded the Zen Meditation Center of Rochester in 1966 and helped to
Westernize Buddhist culture by providing English versions of the sutras for
chanting, dressing in more Western style clothing, and giving Western Buddhist
names to people who took precepts (242).
Under the tutelage of Suzuki-roshi, Trudy Dixon compiled and edited Zen
Mind, Beginner’s Mind (1970), which is a collection of Roshi’s Zen talks that have
become a primary text to understanding Zen practice. Prior to that publication,
Suzuki-roshi had already founded the San Francisco Zen Center, which by 1966,
trained close to 150 people, as a result of the Vietnam Wars. In an effort to expand
his practice, as well as to provide American practitioners an experience that closely
28

Walter Nowick was the first American to be a member of the First Zen Institute of New York (Fields
243).
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resembled authentic Zen practice, Suzuki-roshi established the Tassajara Zen
Mountain Center. According to Fields, Tassajara Hot Springs became the first Zen
Center where Americans could receive intensive Zen training; it was “the first
mountain-home of the American Buddhist practice” (265).
By 1973 Chogyam Trungpa, who settled down in Boulder, Colorado after
touring in New York and California, attracted hundreds of people with his lectures
and books (Meditation in Action, 1969) on how to integrate a contemplative
approach to everyday living; matter of fact, he introduced walking meditation as an
accompaniment to sitting meditation (309). Trungpa’s popularity afforded him the
opportunity to establish more than 100 meditation centers, known as Shambalah
Meditation Centers, throughout the world, as well as to find Naropa Institute (now
Naropa University), which was the first accredited Buddhist university in North
America. He hired Beat Generation29 leaders Allen Ginsberg to teach poetry there,
along with William Burroughs, who taught literature; Ram Dass, formerly Richard
Alpert, who, with Timothy Leary, researched and promoted psychedelic drug use,
was also teaching a course there on the Bhagavad Gita. Alpert invited Joseph
Goldstein to complement his instruction by offering his training in vipassana
meditation, which is also called “insight meditation,” cultivated via contemplation
and mindfulness practices (320). There, Goldstein met Jack Kornfield, who was also
teaching along similar lines (320). Together they created a vipassana course from
their trainings in India, thus becoming the first American vipassana teachers; along

29

The Beat Generation was a group of American post World War II writers who rebelled against current
systems by experimenting with drugs and sexuality, investing in Eastern religions, and prescribing to
excessive means of expression and being; they influenced the Hippie generation.
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with Sharon Salzberg, they founded Insight Meditation Society (IMS) in 1975, which
for the past 35 years has trained and healed almost 3,000 individuals per year
through insight and loving-kindness meditation (dharma.org).
Jack Kornfield, with 13 books on Buddhist practices, is one of the key
teachers to introduce mindfulness practices to the West; ironically he graduated
from Dartmouth College, where the MLA, NCTE, and CCCC gathered to conference
about whether expressivist writing should be used as a tool to engage writing
students in self-exploration. Nonetheless, the finding of IMS in 1975 undoubtedly
prompted the organization of other mindful retreats and programs across America,
including Jon Kabat-Zinn’s 1979 Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction Program at the
University of Massachusetts Medical Center, from which many K-12 teachers and
current mindfulness organizations (Garrison Institute, Association for Mindfulness in
Education, and Mindful Schools) create their own contemplative programs. From
there, mindfulness practices in K-12 schools have slowly emerged as possibilities for
helping students hone their focus, creativity, and self-reflection.
However, the idea of using both meditation and expressivist writing
practices in the 21st century English classroom as practices for mindfulness
behaviors still appears impractical, particularly for those who do not have their own
personal mindfulness practice. It seems that those composition theorists who
advocate for mindfulness writing practices happen to be writers of the 60s
generation who have their own meditation practices (Moffett, 1982; Gallehr, 1994;
O’Reilley, 1998; Goldberg, 2005). But, says Moffett, “Whatever eventuates as a piece
of writing can begin only as some focusing on, narrowing of, tapping off of, and
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editing that great ongoing inner panaroma that William James dubbed the ‘stream of
consciousness’” (231). In other words, the act of writing is naturally akin to the act
of meditating, for both require awareness, focus, and letting go of thoughts. And so,
while some English instructors and theorists shy away from considering
mindfulness practices as a serious pedagogical foundation for student exploration
and transformation because they believe that they have to know meditation for
themselves and teach it to their students in order to engage in mindful writing
practices, (and Moffett actually makes that claim in his text), the actual writing
process, especially if undergirded with expressivist writing activities and centering
experiences, can assist both students and teachers in coming to mindfulness
through writing.
In the next chapter, I examine research from composition theorists who
support the relationship between meditation and writing.
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Chapter Five: A Review of Literature:
Exploring the Relationship between Writing Processes and Meditation

“The page is a cool cave of consciousness, somewhere to both meditate on life and
savor it. [M]y writing is a ‘practice.’” 30
--Julia Cameron
“The writing does not create us, but in the act of writing we are; by writing we
reaffirm and proclaim our being in the here and now.” 31
--Robert P. Yagelski

Since the burgeoning of the Process Movement—its theories on writing
process, authentic voice pedagogy, and expressivist writing assignments—an
abundance of scholarship has been produced and debated regarding (1) the effects
of personal writing assignments on student learners (Morgan, 1998; Miller, 1994;
Valentino, 1996) and (2) how to teach and/or inspire composing processes, or in
other words, the invention process (Emig, 1983; Faigley, 1986; Flower and Hayes;
1977; Graves, 1975; Macrorie, 1970; Newkirk, 1997). Despite the debates, however,
each of the composition theorists shares a common goal: to offer writing students
and their teachers guides to meaningful learning and writing experiences.
Interestingly, despite the varying theoretical camps from which composition
theorists make their own arguments and invitations to new writing pedagogies and
30

Cameron, Julia. The Right to Write: An Invitation and Initiation into the Writing Life. New York: Penguin
Putnam, Inc., 1998. 172.
31
Yagelski, Robert P. “A Thousand Writers Writing: Seeking Change through the Radical Practice of
Writing as a Way of Being.” English Education 42.1 (2009): 6-28. 17.

130

practices, a myriad of theorists are taking spiritual or contemplative approaches to
writing about, advocating for, and teaching writing in the composition classroom.
Although teaching writing from a spiritual or contemplative perspective appears to
be cutting edge or taboo, especially in K-12 classrooms where school is separated
from church, discourses on the relationship between writing and
spiritual/contemplative practices such as meditation has been hanging in the
horizon since Buddhist influenced mindfulness practices made their way into
American culture. Matter of fact, besides academic composition theorists who have
advocated for a contemplative writing pedagogy, writer Natalie Goldberg has been
writing about her Buddhist inspired writing practices since 1986 with Writing Down
the Bones: Freeing the Writer Within. She, along with other writers (Julia Cameron,
1998; Dinty Moore, 2012), have offered writers and teachers writing advice,
practices, and prompts, to assist them in being writers who mindfully write
themselves into moment-to-moment existence.
What follows is a review of literature regarding the scholarship of major
composition theorists (Elbow, Moffett, Gallehr, Perl) who explicitly implicate the
relationship between mindfulness meditation and writing practices and/or
processes, along with their colleagues (Schiller, Altobello, Kirsch, Yagelski) whose
classroom practices have been influenced by their work. I present them here in
chronological order according to date of publication in order to illustrate the
progression of these notions on composition theory and practice. Certainly, much of
the literature that comes out of the Process Movement is contemplative in nature, as
are discourses on the rhetoric of sustainability (Herndl and Brown, 1996), silence
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(Belanoff, 2001), and preaching (Moss, 2003). However, the few composition
theorists whose scholarship is presented here do more than discuss the
contemplative nature of various subjects; instead, they point directly to the
contemplative practice in writing.
*

*

*

Peter Elbow’s groundbreaking Writing Without Teachers (1973) undoubtedly
catapulted the notion that students are inherently writers and that a writing
practice grounded in freewriting has the capacity to help them to gain control over
their lives. People are “trying to claim more control over their own lives,” he writes
in his Preface. “One of the ways people most lack control over their own lives is
through lacking control over words. Especially written words” (vii). Thus, Elbow’s
text attempts to provide writers—both students and non-students—tools to help
them unleash their writerly selves, to help “generate words better—more freely,
lucidly, and powerfully: not make judgments about words but generate them better”
(vii-viii). In other words, Elbow believes that once writers are able to give up
control of their writing—in regards to style, grammar, sentence structure, spelling,
and the like—then their writing skills will increase, for they will be uninhibited by
the insecurities that result in “bad writing” (5). And so, Elbow does not suggest that
writers control words, per se, but that they gather tools, such as free writing, to help
them to be more mindful writers. “In freewriting exercises you should not stop, go
back, correct, or reflect. In a sense this mean ‘be careless,’” he says (7). “But there is
a different kind of carelessness: not giving full attention, focus or energy.
Freewriting helps you pour more attention, focus, and energy into what you write”
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[author’s emphasis] (7-8)—which thus enables writers to gain “control” over their
words, and eventually, their lives. Elbow’s text, therefore, serves as a practical guide
for writing practice.
Although his theories regarding composition are intended to assist writers in
the invention stage of their composing process so that they can garner material with
which to work, his ideas about freewriting—which require writers to let go of any
constraint that hinders their fluid thinking and writing, an exercise in emptying
their thoughts on the page—are undoubtedly a practice akin to the letting go phase
of mindful meditation. As a result of its likeness to mindfulness practices,
freewriting is the starting point for most mindful writers and teachers of writing
(Gallehr, 1994; Goldberg, 1986; Perl, 2004; Moore, 2012). The practice has also
become a staple exercise in many composition classrooms, for writing students still
get stuck in English conventions, as well as “monkey mind,” both of which prevent
writing from happening. Because America’s school system is heavily situated in
standardized testing, students probably need freewriting now more than ever; they
need an exercise that will help them fluidly write under time constraints, as well as
release the stress that accompany test-taking anxiety. 32
Like meditation practice, which should be exercised daily, Elbow suggests
that freewriting exercises be done regularly. He claims, “The habit of compulsive,
premature editing doesn’t just make writing hard. It also makes writing dead. Your
voice is damped out by all the interruptions, changes, and hesitation between
32
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consciousness and the page” (6). Similarly, when an individual gets wrapped up in
the habit of his compulsive thinking, he loses the opportunity to be alive in the
present moment. And so, if an individual practices training the mind to attention
every day, he learns to nourish his vitality, much like regular freewriting helps to
nourish one’s writing. “Writing practice embraces your whole life and doesn’t
demand any logical form,” says Goldberg. “It is undirected and has to do with all of
you right in the present moment” (13).
Following Writing without Teachers, Elbow wrote Writing with Power:
Techniques for Mastering the Writing Process, 1981. Written during a time when
current traditionalism (expository writing and prescriptivism in grammar usage
and style) reigned composition instruction, Elbow’s text debunked the idea that
there was only one way that writers can involve themselves in the writing process.
His regard for student writers as individual learners needing to make meaning of
their lives on their own terms is perhaps one of the earliest examples (in
composition theory) of student agency. His chapter, “Power in Writing,” is
particularly grounded in mindfulness practices, especially the section ‘Breathing
Experience into Expository Writing,’ wherein he instructs writers to “put all [their]
attention into connecting wholeheartedly with [their] thoughts and get inside them
instead of trying to find the right language for communicating them” (340). “Close
your eyes and go there!” he exclaims. “Be there! Stop worrying so much about
describing your thoughts clearly or well” (340). He argues that experiencing
thoughts allows writers to put that experience into their writing, much like what
Goldberg and others describe as “writing down the bones.” Writing, like breathing
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meditation, requires students to bring all of their senses to the page. An individual
doesn’t have to judge his or her thoughts and feelings, which Elbow explains, but
instead, be with them and name them, thereby allowing readers and writers to
cultivate their own meanings.
A year after Elbow’s text encouraged writing students and teachers to
reconsider alternative ways of composing, James Moffett (a confessed practicing
meditator) delivered “Writing, Inner Speech, and Meditation” (1982). His
scholarship explores the relationship between writing and meditation, thus
providing composition theorists a philosophical framework for discourse on
contemplative writing and composition theory. Although composition theorists like
Robert Altobello and Gesa E. Kirsch have turned to Tobin Hart or Mary Rose
O’Reilley to structure their own arguments on contemplative writing pedagogies,
according to Gallehr, Moffett’s 1982 essay is the foundation for practicing
meditation and writing (23). According to Moffett, “Writing and meditating are
naturally allied activities. Both are important for their own sake, and through each
people can practice the other” (231). He supports this claim by connecting writing
and meditation with “inner speech”—a rephrasing of William James’ “stream of
consciousness.” In short, “inner speech” is similar to (if not is) cascading thought or
what Buddhists term “monkey mind.” Moffett claims that without “inner speech”
writing is not possible, for, “[w]hatever eventuates as a piece of writing can begin
only as some focusing on, narrowing of, tapping off of, and editing of” one’s thinking
(231). So, in this particular vein, Moffett discusses meditative writing as a vehicle
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for focusing student attention, similar to Elbow’s theories on “breathing experience
into expository writing.”
Moffett suggests that in order to teach students how to compose, they must
be taught how to forge their own content and form from their chaotic thoughts. “So
much of the dullness, awkwardness, shallowness, and opacity that teachers object to
in student writing owes to skimming along in the froth instead of plunging into the
current, where intuition lines up with intelligence and particularities of experience
correct for cliché,” says Moffett (233). “Seldom has anyone shown students how to
work their way down” (233). In other words, Moffett, like Elbow, contends that
writing teachers need to work outside of the constructs and structures that
formulate traditional writing practices, because student writers do not have to come
up with the generalizations that make writing “look mature” (233). “[T]he inner
speech that boils off the self represents some sort of confused concoction of self and
society,” he says. “Through ordering this chaos we may use composition to achieve
composure” (234). In this way, like sitting meditation assists the practitioner in
calming his mind so that he can be whole with himself—mind, body, and soul—
Moffett maintains that the act of composing can achieve the same goal. He believes
that students can “write themselves into being.”33
Nevertheless, in order for students to use writing to make sense of
themselves as human beings, Moffett suggests that students and teachers give inner
speech sustained attention. He posits that undivided attention to inner speech
33
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“reveals ideas one did not know one thought, unsuspected connections that
illuminate both oneself and the outside objects of one’s thought” (235). Paying
attention to inner speech, says Moffett, allows writing to be the teacher wherein
student writers make sense of themselves and the world through the act of writing,
and therefore, also make their own knowledge (235). Using his own definition of
meditation (watching, focusing, and then suspending thought), Moffett compares
meditation to teaching methods relevant to writing: “It starts in the pre-verbal, with
gazing, ends in the post-verbal, with silence, and runs from uncontrolled to
controlled mind” (236). In other words, a writer, like a meditator, approaches the
writing situation with a myriad of ideas about which he can write. He notices his
ideas and focuses on them until he grabs one for his writing topic. Then, he focuses
all of his attention on that one particular topic. As he engages that topic through the
act of writing, he would have eventually suspended all other thinking to the point of
even falling into a writing trance regarding the topic he chose. At this point, he is no
longer thinking, per se, but has achieved the nothingness that Zen meditators seek;
his writing has become his meditation.
Furthermore, Moffett contends, “Meditation techniques show how to witness
one’s own mind, direct one’s own mind, and silence one’s own mind” (246).
Certainly, despite its benefits toward writing practice, meditation can ensure the
sustainability of one’s personhood; if the goal of education is to provide students
with the tools by which they can contribute to preserving humanity, then meditation
definitely has a place in the high school English classroom.
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Donald Gallehr’s “Wait, and the Writing Will Come: Meditation and the
Composing Process” (1994) just as tightly reinforces the relationship between
writing and meditation as does Moffett’s piece. In his text, Gallehr first provides
readers a glimpse into the similarities between Western histories of writing and
meditation. He admits to being “fascinated” by their likeness, claiming, “Writing
empowers meditation; meditation empowers writing. Insights derived from
meditation are the material for writing, and vice versa. And some of the results
seem identical—a sense of rejuvenation and control, a centering accompanied by
courage, a clearer mind” (22). Like Moffett, Gallehr has his own meditation practice,
which, therefore, make the commonalities between writing and meditation more
visible.
Before connecting writing and meditation, Gallehr describes the activities
that take place in both exercises—composing consists of collecting, focusing,
ordering, developing, and clarifying, while meditation considers posture, breathing,
awareness, letting go, and concentration (23). He claims that when writing and
meditation are joined, “they produce four qualities of mind: Awareness,
Concentration, Detachment, and Balance” [author’s emphasis] (24). For instance,
writers, like meditators, are engaged in an act of awareness when they become
conscious of disturbing thoughts and feelings that can possibly deter their writing
practice. He claims, “[S]uccessful writers and meditators know that hindrances,
problems, and struggles are part of the territory. By treating them as old friends
rather than enemies, they disarm them” (25). And so, when a writer is aware of
various hindrances to her writing, she can take note of them, and in the spirit of
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meditation, let go of them so that she can engage her writing versus the problems
that she encounters.
Gallehr also confirms that writing and meditation both increase one’s ability
to concentrate. “In meditation the mind can pay attention to a candle, mandala,
artistic configuration, archery target, or any object of significance. Or the mind can
focus on thoughts and feelings as they arise. The same is true of writing,” says
Gallehr. “The writers’ mind can focus on an object or focus on a succession of
events, ideas, or things. In both activities concentration works when we relax and
hold the mind steady” (26). Of course, students need to be taught how to
concentrate through exercises in mindfulness, as Moffett and Altobello explore in
their text. If teachers support writing practice with meditation exercises that
increase student concentration, then writing students will be more able to focus in
depth on a topic at hand. Once they have their topics at the center of their attention,
the act of writing on that topic only enhances the concentration until it becomes
non-thinking; at this point, student writers are writing themselves into being.
After students have practiced concentration via their writing practice, they
eventually have to move toward detachment, says Gallehr, for if student writers
become too attached to their topics, especially those with which they are most
familiar, they will find themselves stuck in writer-based prose, which causes them to
stay stuck in writing problems. According to Gallehr, writer’s block “is not a
monolith but a combination of actions and reactions to discrete writing problems”
(27). If writers are able to practice letting go in the same vain that meditators
practice it, then student writers will be able to move on from writing problems, for
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they will learn to “see from a distance and place things in perspective” (27). Surely,
such a practice will benefit students who are stressed by deadlines and time
constraints.
Finally, successful writing, says Gallehr, requires balance. “[W]riting from
too little or too much information is imbalance. Similarly, revising too early leads to
nitpicking; revising too late restricts writers to sentence-level changes” (29).
Holding on to criticism and praise, as well as focusing attention on grades, also leads
to imbalance. And so, successful student writers need to practice awareness,
concentration, and detachment by way of writing practice in order to come to the
balance that will garner them a meaningful writing experience wherein they bring
all of their abilities to the writing classroom. Not only will they inevitably improve
their writing skills but they will have improved their ability to be in the world
mindfully.
Gallehr theorizes about writing and meditation with other like minds whose
pieces are also compiled in Alice Brand and Richard Graves’s 1994 Presence of Mind:
Writing and the Domain Beyond the Cognitive. Composition theorists here discuss
silence (Elbow, Suhor); bodily intuition (Holman, Perl, Miller); and listening
(Thomas)—all of which are characteristics of mindfulness. The authors collectively
agree that silence, bodily intuition, and listening are ways of knowing that when
given careful attention, can assist writers in writing from their embodied
experiences. “Silence is the first teacher of writing,” say Brand and Graves, “and it is
everywhere throughout the process” (7). And so, Elbow and others encourage
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writers to “mind the gap,” if you will, to pay careful attention to the silent spaces, for
there is where aha moments are made possible. 34
Sondra Perl and others lend their attention to the body’s way of knowing, an
idea that she terms “felt sense.” She claims that before words become thought and
before those thoughts spill onto the page, the writer experiences bodily sensations
in the form of “hunches, inspirations, intuitive pulls, pushes, and leanings” (77). If
students are able to cultivate their felt sense, which more or less requires that they
attend to their intuitions by stopping, relaxing, pausing, and listening quietly (79)—
similar to what happens when one meditates—then, says Perl, students are able to
generate “valuable musings and richly evocative phrases” (79) that they can apply
to writing assignments. The practice, therefore, is not to come up with a finished
writing assignment, but to explore a writer’s inner landscape, similar (again) to
Elbow’s freewriting practice.
Trudelle Thomas, in “Generous Listening: A Deeper Way of Knowing,” also
borrows from Peter Elbow. She uses Elbow’s “the believing game” to explore the
importance of listening to other people’s experiences in order to broaden one’s own,
thereby cultivating understanding and “freeing people from a fixed and narrow
perspective” (100). Elbow’s “the believing game,” which is an appendix essay to his
Writing Without Teachers, seeks truth by seeking error (Elbow 148), similar to the
Socratic Method wherein individuals debate opposing viewpoints in order to
stimulate critical thinking and illuminate ideas. However, Thomas goes a step
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further than Elbow, whose practices emphasize the cognitive dimension of knowing,
and examines a “connected knowing” (see Belenky, et al., 1986) that includes
cognition and feelings. She argues that writing teachers create a space, as well as
teach and practice listening as a “connected knowing,” for it will broaden students’
experiences, as well as their compassion for “the other,” and therefore, make the
classroom a peaceable place wherein students become prepared for the out-side-of
school challenges that they will face. Therefore, if students learn to pay attention to
silence, their bodily intuitions, and their listening skills, they will transfer those
practices into their daily routines, thus creating peaceable living conditions.
In The Spiritual Side of Writing: Releasing the Learner’s Whole Potential
(1997), various composition theorists and teachers explore and advocate
spirituality as a foundation for encouraging compassionate teaching spaces, selfexploratory writing, and whole learning. With three parts: “Philosophies for
Teaching and Learning—Embracing the Paradox, Honoring the Whole,” “Eastern
and Navajo Spirituality,” and “Personal Spiritual Journeys,” contributors theorize a
spiritual pedagogy wherein both student and teacher are empowered by
“imagination, inspiration, intuition, kinesthetic knowledge, felt sense, passion for
knowing, aha experience, archetypal energy, and the collective consciousness” (ix).
In other words, a spiritual pedagogy is not specific to God or any organized religion;
instead it rests in that undefined power that inspires one’s creativity.
Susan Schiller’s essay in particular examines the relationship between
writing and meditation practice. In “Writing: A Natural Site for Spirituality,” she
claims, “Writing becomes a solo journey that requires faith, intuition, compassion,
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and a willingness to open up to solitude and inner knowing. Even more, it requires a
commitment to revealing self and to laying bare all the emotions and thoughts that
create self” (40). Matter of fact, she borrows from American poet Allen Ginsberg35
in order to situate writing as a spiritual journey. In his 1988 “Meditation and
Poetics,” Ginsberg writes:
It’s the meditative practice of ‘letting go of thoughts’—neither
pushing them away or inviting them in, but as you sit in
meditation, watching the procession of thought forms pass by,
rising, flowering, and dissolving, and disowning them, so to
speak: you’re not responsible for any more than you’re
responsible for the weather, because you can’t tell in advance
what you’re going to think next. . . . So it requires cultivation of
tolerance necessary for the perception of one’s own mind, the
kindness to the self necessary for acceptance of that process of
consciousness and for acceptance of the mind’s raw contents.
(40)
By positioning the writing process adjacent to meditation practice, Schiller’s
argument echoes Moffett and Gallehr, who both maintain that writing informs
meditation.
In another essay, “Spirituality in Pedagogy: ‘A Field of Possibilities,’” written
three years after, Schiller actually explores her ideas in a Contemplation in
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Literature and Writing course, wherein she discovers, like other composition
theorists, that “contemplation stimulates growth and allows art to manifest itself
when applied to writing” (57). For, through contemplation, students learn to attend
to their inner being so that they can couple their inchoate knowing with logic and
cognition, thereby providing whole learning experiences. Schiller says that going
inward—like one does when meditating—is like “an artistic relief against the outer
experience” (58). For writing students, it becomes a relief from grades, teacher
expectations, writing restrictions, competition, and past failures.
In her 2004 Felt Sense: Writing with the Body, (which I mentioned briefly
above), Sondra Perl offers students guidelines for what to do when they move
inward to seek knowledge for their writing. She borrows from the philosopher and
psychologist Eugene Gendlin’s theory on felt sense, who posits that felt sense is an
“unclear, barely noticeable bodily sensation” that is inherent in all human beings,
but requires attending to when it shows up (xiii). Similar to intuition, gut feeling, or
even James’ “stream of consciousness” and Moffett’s “inner speech,” felt sense is
“preverbal yearning” that if attended to, offers writers new ideas, as well as clarity
and “rightness” regarding their writing process. In other words, felt sense is “the
body-mind connection,” “deep intuitive knowledge,” “[t]he body’s wisdom before it’s
articulated in words” (1). It is the quiet space in the depths of one’s being wherein
meditators listen for truth.
According to Perl, the field of composition studies has offered students
various invention tools (freewriting, clustering, mapping, and brainstorming) to
assist them in discovering what’s on their minds so that they can write. Viewed in
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this light, students’ learning how to attend to and develop felt sense is another tool
for composing (xvi). In her short text, Perl offers readers Guidelines for Composing
via a CD, which is a guide for attending to and developing felt sense—much like
guided meditation. She claims that the initial experience of felt sense is
“discomfiting,” but if students learn how to “welcome and cultivate it rather than
avoid it, how to use [their] body as a touchstone, a guide, that can inform [them] if
the work [they] are creating makes sense in the ways [they] want it to,” then
students can more easily and clearly express the self that their body is experiencing
(4-5). In other words, felt sense helps students to understand and express the
dynamic relationship between language and thought, and ultimately, the
inextricable connection between mind and body. As human beings with bodied
experiences, students have an inchoate knowledge, which can be expressed if they
were given the space in which to discover their knowing.
Although Perl proposes operating felt sense in the classroom in order to
“guide students in discovering topics of interest,” (15) her theories undoubtedly
implicates felt sense as a type of meditation that, if engaged, shows human beings
that they “can make new sense, can come up with statements, ideas, words, and
phrases that speak freshly, compellingly, and provocatively” (50). Like meditation,
“practicing” felt sense requires students to relax, breathe, and focus (listen) on the
quiet spaces in their bodies; it’s a pausing and falling into that space in order to
bring up the creativity and intuition that is possibly bound in constricting rules,
insecurities, and expectations.
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In “Concentration and Contemplation: A Lesson in Learning to Learn” (2007),
Robert Altobello makes a strong case for contemplative practice as the
“foundational academic competenc[y]” needed to assist college and university
students in deeper level thinking (354). Although he uses Tobin Hart’s “Opening the
Contemplative Mind in the Classroom” as a point of departure for discussing “the
readily available activities [that] would increase concentration, learning, wellbeing,
and social and emotional growth and catalyze transformative learning” (Hart 31),
Altobello’s ideas regarding the significance of contemplative practices to hone
writing students’ attention, is deeply rooted in Moffett and Gallehr’s notions, as well
as Peter Elbow, who likens the writing process to cooking. According to Altobello,
there are three stages to college-level learning: In the first stage students acquire
and understand challenging information; in the second stage students critically
reflect on the information; and in the third stage, (ideally) students integrate
creative thought processes with the learning acquired in the first two stages (355).
In the third stage, says Altobello, students’ creativity and perspective should be
empowered by the learning dynamics (355). However, students in traditional
learning environments rarely feel this empowerment because they lack the
concentration tools needed to produce such learning dynamics.
According to Altobello, students transform intellectually when they are able
to focus their attention on and contemplatively engage with the learning developed
in the first two stages (355). But, without training in contemplation, students will
not be able to attain this third stage of thinking, says Altobello. Therefore,
concentration and contemplation are skills that students need to develop in order to
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do the higher level thinking that higher education requires of them. And so, while
Elbow offers freewriting, Moffett and Gallehr offer basic meditation techniques, and
Perl offers felt sense, Altobello offers Patanjali’s Yoga-Sutras, a classical meditation
manual that he claims can help students to fine-tune and deepen their ability to
contemplate intensely.
In the Yoga-Sutras, practitioners are guided toward three levels of practice:
concentration, contemplation, and contemplative immersion/absorption. In the
concentration level, students are encouraged to pay attention to their
inattentiveness. Once they are attuned to their inability to attend to one object of
focus, then they move toward contemplation, for the concentration allows students
to see how their mind wanders, and therefore, become aware of the need to bring
their attention back to the object. So, in contemplation, the tendency for the
students’ attention to wander from the object has disappeared. Once students have
grasped contemplation, they move into contemplative immersion/absorption
wherein they let go of the self that judges how they are contemplating, which is
actually another form of distraction. In other words, says Altobello, in working to
concentrate and contemplate students can become distracted by the efforts they
make in concentrating and contemplating simply because they begin to become selfconscious about what their minds are doing. But, once they enter contemplative
immersion, “‘there is only consciousness of the object of meditation and not itself
(the mind)’” [author’s parenthetical inclusion] (363). In terms of writing practice,
when students learn to immerse themselves in their writing topics, they fall into a
writing trance—a freewrite that allows them to put down all that they know, think,
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and feel about a particular topic. They are coming whole—mind, body, and soul—to
the writing endeavor; they are experiencing an “intellectual intimacy with the
content they are studying” (365).
Gesa E. Kirsch also examines contemplative practices in “From Introspection
to Action: Connecting Spirituality and Civic Engagement” (2009). Kirsch invites
English instructors to use contemplative practices to assist students in selfexploration, inquiry, and creativity. She claims that contemplative practices “invite
students and teachers to practice mindfulness, to become introspective, to listen to
the voices of others—and our own—and to the sounds of silence” (W2). And so, by
way of teaching spiritual autobiography in a non-fiction creative writing class,
Kirsch requires her students to choose topics that are meaningful to them and that
they would consider “spiritual in some sense” (W5). She also requires that they
“observe the world around them carefully, to listen to others with attention and
respect, and to write about their observations, thoughts, and reflections” (W5). Like
Moffett, Gallehr and Schiller, Kirsch likens writing to contemplation, noting that it
has the capacity to assist students “to focus the mind, step back from everyday
activities, increase concentration, and enhance learning” (W3). She claims that the
spiritual autobiography inspires interesting topics that encourage students “to
engage with serious social, cultural, and political issues,” (W7) thus challenging
them “to engage the world with depth and thoughtfulness” (W8).
Kirsch also claims that writing spiritual autobiography helps students to
become “excellent listeners and mindful observers of the world around them” (W8),
for as a supplement to teaching the autobiography, Kirsch models reading aloud
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autobiographical excerpts from various authors and student journals, and
encourages students to do the same. In other words, her readings encourage a
“connected knowing” that Trudelle Thomas discusses in “Generous Listening.”
Moreover, as a result of practicing contemplation by way of writing (and listening
to) spiritual autobiography, Kirsch claims that students “begin to enjoy writing and
to take themselves seriously as writers” (W9). She concludes that the success of her
writing students has nothing to do with anything she has done, per se, except for
make a space “where students can take contemplation and reflection seriously”
(W9).
Borrowing from Mary Rose O’Reilley’s idea of creating a space for student
learning, Kirsch says that she uses exploratory writing “as a way for students to
discover what is at the edge of their consciousness, what is waiting to be explored,
what will emerge on the page” (W10). And so, although she does not explicate
writing as a contemplative practice the way that Moffett, Gallehr, and others do, her
examination of reading and writing spiritual autobiography certainly implies
students’ ability to encourage contemplative knowing by way of expressivist writing
activities.
Finally, in his essay, “A Thousand Writers Writing: Seeking Change through
the Radical Practice of Writing as Way of Being” (2009), Robert Yagelski proposes
that writing teachers focus on the writer writing versus the writer’s writing; and his
efforts seem to envelope all of the theories and desires presented in this review of
literature. Yagelski claims that the experience of writing is just as important as the
text it produces, for the act of writing has the power to transform; “it opens up
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possibilities for awareness, reflection, and inquiry” (7). In other words, writing is a
way of being in the world just like meditation is. Yagelski supports his claim with
three major theories: by first conceptualizing writing as an ontological act, then by
discussing the phenomenology and the experience of writing, and then by
maintaining that writing is transformative. Throughout his essay he also discusses
the Cartesian view of mainstream education, thus further strengthening his petition
for a writing pedagogy that makes space for students to write for the sake of writing.
By way of Marshall McLuhan and Walter Ong, who both argue that “writing
has a profound impact on how human beings understand themselves in relation to
the world around them—on their sense of themselves as beings in the world,” (9)
Yagelski claims that writing is an ontological act. According to McLuhan and Ong,
says Yagelski, when a person writes, he separates himself from his speech, thus
allowing himself to conceptualize and analyze his thoughts. Such thinking inspires
“a conception of the self as autonomous and intellectual,” says Yagelski, “and thus
may fundamentally change the relationship of humans to the world around them”
(10). In short, writing has the capacity to help the writer make sense of herself as a
being in the world, for she is more than the language that conceptualizes her. She
has a “felt sense” that allows her to separate her gut feeling, where no-words exist,
from speech, thus transcending the idea that people cannot know beyond
preconceived ideas and structures, including language. And so, when a writer puts
down his thoughts on paper, he can more clearly see his thoughts, and from there,
decide how (or if) to engage them.
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Yagelski then lends his attention to phenomenology and the experience of
writing and claims, “If language is ‘a symbolic medium reflecting a relationship
between individuals and their environment that is developed in subjective
consciousness,’ . . . then writing, as an act of meaning-making through written
language, is an enactment—physically, intellectually, and ontologically—of that
relationship” (13). In short, the act of writing becomes an act of expressing the self
in relationship with the world. And so, the act of writing allows the writer to be in
that present moment; writing (with body) allows human being to express
themselves in the world. Writing becomes “the visible form of our intentions” (13).
Elbow and others proposed that the whole body be included in the act of writing; in
this way, writers bring their breaths, their cramps, their tears their laughter, their
sights, sounds, and tastes, to the writing experience, therefore putting their
experiences into their writing.
Finally, Yagelski defends writing as a vehicle for transformation. He argues
that the experience of writing has the capacity “to enhance an awareness of
ourselves and the world around us, both in the moment and over time” [author’s
emphasis] (16). According to Yagelski, the act of writing grounds the writer in the
here and now, similar to what Elbow and Goldberg claim freewriting practice does.
“The writing does not create us, but in the act of writing we are,” he says [author’s
emphasis] (17). “[B]y writing we reaffirm and proclaim our being in the here and
now” (17). In other words, when a writer decides to write about a tragic event, for
instance, she is also choosing to reclaim her life, for the act of writing invites
exploration, understanding, and letting go.
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Although English classrooms, particularly K-12 schools, concentrate on the
writer’s writing, and therefore, often make writing a dehumanizing chore that can
cultivate insecurities, low self-esteem, and worthlessness, if teachers do more to
hone the writer writing, they make possible a student whose writing will
inadvertently improve and whose sense of herself and her connection to the rest of
the world also improves.
*

*

*

Through freewriting, “the believing game,” gazing exercises, attentive
listening, spiritual journeying, “felt sense,” or immersion exercises, the process of
writing can be a contemplative exercise supported and inspired by mindfulness
practices. Meditation cultivates listening to the body, the mind, and the world so
that the listening carries over to academic activities such as writing—as well as
reading, discussing, being in the classroom, and interacting with others. In other
words, meditation practices make room for the silence out of which come creativity,
calm, awareness, and insight. And so, if the practice of writing is performed in a
contemplative space, English classrooms have the opportunity to become
environments wherein truth is sought and explored; students and teachers get to
know themselves and each other, as well as their relationship to the world with
mind, body, and soul. A contemplative approach to writing, therefore, opens up a
space where thought and feeling integrate; right and left brains are acknowledged
and encouraged, and students are allowed to bring all of their human faculties to the
learning experience. In this contemplative space, students are given tools with
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which they can “write themselves into being,” while also satisfying academic
requirements.
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Chapter Six: Contemplative Writing Pedagogy: Exercises in Writing Mindfully

“We do not write to be understood. We write in order to understand.”36
--C. Day Lewis

“We write to explore the constellations and galaxies which lie unseen within us waiting
to be mapped with our own words.”37
--Donald Murray
Making classroom space for contemplative writing practice is neither time
consuming nor challenging. All traditional English classrooms are required to
implement writing practice, especially in preparation for standardized assessments.
Therefore, teachers can integrate contemplative writing practice into their weekly
lesson plans, if even for the first or last ten minutes of class. Writing practice can be
as simple as allowing students the opportunity to freewrite for ten minutes about a
previous night’s homework assignment, to journal about possible fears and
distractions regarding an upcoming test, or even to write a personal narrative about
their summer vacation or holiday break. The goal is to give students a space to
practice writing on a daily basis and to help students bring awareness to their
writing process and forms via mindfulness exercises such as breathing, looking, and
listening. Contemplative writing allows students to bring all of their faculties to the
36
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learning experience and to appreciate the silent spaces from whence their creativity
comes.
Expressivist writing activities (personal narrative, poems, freewrites,
autobiographies) in particular are probably the most accessible writing assignments
for students—especially for the many who enter the English classrooms believing
that they are not good writers and that they have nothing about which to write.
Matter of fact, advocates of the Process Movement rallied for expressivist writing
activities in the classroom so that students could grasp writing tasks, feel
accomplished in their assignments, and gain a sense of agency, or voice (Reynolds,
et al., 2004). And so, expressivist writing assignments—because they engage
students with self and are more accessible writing activities—serve as points of
departure for introducing students to contemplative writing practice. Expressivist
writing is an intimate activity that begins with the self, and therefore, writing
students should start with the self in order to write.
What follows are a few suggestions for contemplative writing assignments.
However, before teachers embark on these activities, as well as the mindful
exercises discussed in Chapter Three, they should probably discuss their pedagogy
with their students. Sharing objectives and goals in the classroom will not only give
students a sense of belonging and understanding, but background information
about mindfulness and contemplative writing can possibly bolster students’ will to
participate; providing background information at the beginning of the year may also
relieve teachers from having to do so much explaining and directing throughout the
year.
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In Radical Presence: Teaching as Contemplative Practice (1998), Mary Rose
O’Reilley says that she explains the expectations for her contemplative classroom in
an excerpt she includes in the class syllabus. She claims explaining her expectations
and classroom procedures helps “to redefine the classroom order a bit” (7).
Likewise, in “Spirituality in Pedagogy: ‘A Field of Possibilities’” (2000), Susan
Schiller notes that she shares Daniel Goldman’s Varieties of the Meditative
Experience, along with Thich Nhat Hanh’s The Miracle of Mindfulness: A Manual on
Meditation and Jon Kabat-Zinn’s Wherever You Go There You Are with her students
before engaging in contemplative classroom practices because it “establish[es] the
fact that people all over the world practice some form of meditation in order to
enrich their daily lives” (58-59). An overview on meditation, she says, has the
potential to ease and attract students, therefore, encouraging their integrating it
into their classroom experiences (59).
And so, for high school students, teachers may consider creating a vocabulary
list of words to assist students in understanding how contemplation and mindful
practices are communicated. Teachers may also assign a beginner’s text for out-ofclass reading such as Kabat-Zinn’s 2012 Mindfulness for Beginners: Reclaiming the
Present Moment—and Your Life, or photo copy excerpts from Thich Nhat Hanh and
others that provide explanations and examples of mindfulness practices. And
teachers can also begin the first day of class with a contemplative writing or reading
task and walk students through it, thus showing them what to expect for the
remainder of the school year. For instance, students can freewrite about their
summer vacation, their expectations for a particular class, or their current fears and
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reservations. They can also practice slow reading with an excerpt (that the teacher
chooses) from their required summer reading.
Furthermore, before students engage in any contemplative writing activity,
teachers can reinforce the attention that students should bear on their practice by
using mindful bells that signal the start and close of each writing activity. Teachers
should also assist students in creating comfortable and esthetically pleasing writing
environments, including selflessly and patiently providing pen and paper to
underprepared students.
Freewriting
Peter Elbow’s freewriting is the foundation of most writing processes just
like breathing is the foundation of meditation practice. Many composition theorists
(Goldberg, Cameron, Macrorie, Moffett, Murray) suggest writers—seasoned and
novice—make it their starting point. “Ten minute free writing is like sprinting,” says
Goldberg. “[It] gives the mind a workout, getting it limber and open . . . This practice
makes your mind fluid. A fluid mind, a river that runs, helps the whole body” (2007,
99-100). In other words, like brainstorming, clustering, and listing, freewriting is an
invention technique intended to assist writers in gathering ideas; it will always be
the foundation for all contemplative writing practice.
Freewriting can also be used in the classroom as an exercise in letting go of
the distractions that prohibit students from initiating their writing and/or other
academic tasks. At the beginning of class, just as a teacher might require her
students to engage in sitting meditation wherein students pay attention to their
breaths in order to let go of the mind’s chatter so that they can focus in class,
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students can freewrite their mind’s babble. The act of freewriting is akin to
breathing (or walking), and students place their distractions, insecurities, and
preconceived judgments on the page so that they are grounded in the current class
setting and are free to either welcome new ideas or focus on the task at hand.
Transformation is made possible when students use mind and heart to contemplate
and question the ideas released via their freewriting practice. And so, while noticing
and releasing thoughts occur simultaneously during sitting meditation, they occur in
two steps during freewriting: The act of freewriting is the act of releasing thoughts
on to paper. When students are given the space to review their written thoughts,
then they can engage in the act of noticing their thoughts. From there, students are
invited into transformation, for when students contemplate their free-written
thoughts, they can more readily identify and interrupt patterns that keep them stuck
in conformation and/or dis-ease.
Before a scheduled exam, for instance, teachers can allow students 5-10
minutes to freewrite about their current feelings. According to Sian Beilock in “Back
to School: Dealing with Academic Stress” (2011), when high school students were
asked to write about their thoughts and feelings about an upcoming test
immediately before taking the test, poor performance under pressure was
eliminated. She also claims that in addition to boosting academic performance
through paragraph writing, having students affirm their self-worth through listing
activities has also proven to boost test scores in math and science among minority
students (3). “[L]isting important values like relationships with friends and family . .
. buffers students from worrying about their ability to succeed because of their
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gender or race,” she says (3). [It] free[s] up working-memory to focus on the
problems at hand” (3). Teachers can apply this same type of detachment activity
before other assignments, such as research papers and oral presentations, as well as
after completing an assignment. In this space, students can notice and let go of their
reservations, confusions, and distractions.
In my composition classes, I allow students the opportunity to freewrite
about their papers after I have graded them; they are given the last ten minutes of
class to do this. On their pages, they share their upsets, their confusions, their
gratitude, their epiphanies, as well as their suggestions for improving my own
instruction. Although reading their freewrites can sometimes be a blow to my ego,
many of my students have noted their appreciation for being given a space to write
out their feelings so that not only am I made aware of them, thus giving them a sense
of being, but letting go of their feelings allows them to leave class with a clearer
head. Such a detachment from a class period and/or assignment allows students the
clarity and balance they need to get through the rest of their day and gives them the
will to write again.
Teachers should remind students that freewriting is available to them in
their math, science, and history classes; that they can apply freewriting to their
frustrations and upsets regarding work and home matters; and that they can apply
freewriting before going to bed so that they can quiet the mind and sleep. When
freewriting is practiced as a contemplative exercise in class, students can apply it to
their lives out of school.
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Nature Writing
I took my creative writing class outside to write a group poem once. The day
was beautiful: clear skies, a warm sun. I thought taking students outside to write
would offer them a change of pace; perhaps inspire a creativity that was being
stifled in the traditional classroom space. I suggested that my students bring with
them a sheet of paper and writing tool and that we sit in a circle in the grass in an
attempt to write a group poem. The majority of the students absolutely bemoaned
my endeavor. They complained about the heat, the bugs, the itchy grass; they
wanted to go back into the air-conditioned classroom and sit comfortably at their
desks. My writing assignment probably encouraged their disinterest as well, for
students were not at all required to write about nature. Instead, I asked that they
write a group poem using a line I previously gave them. Each student was required
to write their own stanza using that line.
Needless to say, the assignment was a disaster, for students could not fathom
why they had to be outside and sit in the grass to write a group poem. And so, they
complained about everything that was wrong about being outside and did not focus
on their writing activity. Despite my desire to inspire creativity by way of
immersing students into nature, my failure to use writing as a source for creative
writing made being outside almost insignificant. With the exception of one student
who I recall laid down in the grass, folded his arms into a cushion on which to rest
his head, let loose his legs, and simply stared at the sky, no one else neither
experienced nor appreciated nature’s awe. However, had I required a writing
assignment that focused students’ attention on an aspect of nature, then not only
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would the writing assignment have been relevant to our being outside, but students
could have gained an often untapped experience with nature.
According to Arthur Zajonc (2009), “Time slows down or even stops as we
settle into the sky, sea, or mountain” (54). “By simply attending inwardly to nature,
by allowing it to lead us into stillness, peace, and wonder, by opening to its
transcendent presence,” he says, “we discover the portal of humility and the path of
reverence that prepare us for meditation” (55). And so, a nature writing assignment
that invited students to gaze at a tree, for instance, could have fostered students’
attention training, and therefore, exercised their contemplative practice. Gazing at a
tree in order to take in its presence—to immerse one’s self with its being—requires
students to bring all of their senses to that activity, thus creating a space for
stillness, peace, and wonder. An assignment like that could have possibly aroused
the creative writing that I hoped simply being outside would have evoked. By
guiding students through contemplative writing with nature, teachers can assist
students with being present to the stillness that contemplating nature conjures. Out
of the stillness comes the creativity and the appreciation—the reverence. “[A]s long
as we remain wakeful before her (nature), we can confidently take her mysteries
into ourselves as templates for our new humanity” (110). And so, while nature
inspires creativity, it is also a model by which students can learn how to be with
themselves and to interact with others.
And so, an exercise in nature writing is a contemplative practice that offers
students a subject for writing, while also giving them a writing practice wherein
they are allowed to bring their senses to a particular object in order to know that
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object, and themselves, intimately. In addition, nature writing allows students to be
in relationship with nature, which is vital to their appreciation for and stewardship
over it. As a beginning exercise in nature writing, teachers can guide students
through their engagement with a tree by posing various questions: What does the
tree feel like, look like, smell like? What color are its leaves? Is there fruit on this tree?
Describe it. What kinds of animals and/or insects have made their home in this tree?
Is this tree big or small? Large or tall? How old do you think this tree is, and how do
you know? Does it shade a building? Is it surrounded by other trees? What of its
roots? Its trunk? Questions like these should probably be distributed in a handout
so that students can focus on the tree and not be divided among listening to a
teacher’s direction, trying to remember them, and then acting on all of them. In
addition, teachers should not require students to write in a particular form. Instead,
students should treat this exercise as one in note taking—as recording their senses’
perceptions. In doing this, students learn to rely on their own knowing, which offers
students “a poetry and philosophy of insight and not of tradition” (Emerson 35).
In addition, like mindfulness exercises that begin with five to ten minutes of
sitting with the breath, students should be directed to simply gaze at the tree in
order to intimately connect with it. According to Moffett, researchers at Harvard’s
Pre-School Project reported that the “‘brightest, happiest, and most charming’”
school children spent as much as 20 percent of their preschool time, “‘staring’ with
absorption at some object or another” (236). He maintains, “‘Staring’ is the small
child’s meditation and a chief way he or she learns, [and therefore], [t]his action
affords direct knowledge, not yet mediated by discourse, and should be encouraged
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in school” (236). And so, contemplatively writing about a tree not only brings
students closer to nature, but it allows them to exercise their ability to focus and
concentrate. At some point, as students continue to intimately engage with nature,
they may find their appreciation and empathy for it improving, and thus become
more mindful of their role in preserving the earth (Wallace, 2007).
As a supplement to their writing practice, teachers may want to provide
students with excerpts from Henry David Thoreau’s Walden, Annie Dillard’s Pilgrim
at Tinker Creek, and/or Gretel Ehrlich’s Islands, The Universe, Home, among others,
so that they can see how writers depict their fascination and connection to nature,
as well as be transported toward contemplative thinking by way of the authors’ own
contemplations. Thoreau, Dillard, and Ehrlich’s absorption with nature allowed
them to know more about themselves and their connections to other beings, and
thus, their texts invite readers to do the same. According to Thomas Dean in
“Connected to the Whole: Teaching the Spirit of Nature Through Literature,” (1997)
[T]eaching literature that concerns human relationships with the natural world
empowers students to discover their connections with the world outside their
selves, the universe of the transcendent” (139). In other words, while these authors
are meandering about nature, the attention to detail and description that they give
to explicating their experiences eventually move them beyond the material world
into a more spiritual one. In this spiritual space, the writer invites the reader into
contemplating his or her own relationship to self and other beings.
Furthermore, students should be reminded of and directed in how to apply
this contemplative exercise to more academically rigorous writing assignments that
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may not be about nature at all. If students are required to write a research paper on
Martin Luther King, for example, then teachers should direct students in fostering
an intimacy with King as they did the tree outside their classroom. In addition,
when students practice engaging with other beings, human and non-human, they
may be more inclined to receiving others wholeheartedly, therefore, promoting a
more connected universe.
Journaling/Personal Narratives
Students can journal directly after any of their mindfulness practices as an
extended exercise in making meaning of their practice. Journaling is a
contemplative exercise that especially allows students a space for self-exploration
and a potential for transformation. Traditionally, human beings have recorded their
life experiences in an effort to understand and spirit their own survivals—as evident
in Oladuah Equiano’s The Interesting Life and Narrative of Oladuah Equiano (1789),
Frederick Douglass’s The Narrative of the Life Frederick Douglass (1845), Maya
Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (1969), and Nelson Mandela’s A Long
Walk to Freedom: The Autobiography of Nelson Mandela (1994), and therefore,
students can journal their stories along similar efforts. According to DeSalvo, Henri
J. M. Nouwen “believed we receive consolation and hope from reading authors ‘who,
while offering no answer to life’s questions, have the courage to articulate the
situation of their lives in all honesty and directness’” (54). “‘Their courage to enter
so deeply into human suffering and to become present to their own pain,’” says
Nouwen, “gave them power to speak healing words” [author’s emphasis] (54).
Students, too, can become present to their experiences and find healing in reading
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and writing their personal narratives by journaling about their experiences;
however, they will probably need topics to get them started.
Goldberg’s Old Friend From Far Away (2007) offer writers a plethora of
writing topics that usually require no more than 10-15 minutes writing time. Topics
such as Tell me about how a relationship ended (37), Tell me about someone who was
a true teacher for you (65), and What religion were you brought up with (101) can
guide students through the unexpected in self-reflection. Students should be
advised to sit with an assigned topic for at least five minutes, just as they would
during their nature writing exercise, and allow a topic to penetrate their thoughts;
in this way they are also practicing awareness and concentration. Then, for the next
10-15 minutes, students let go of all of their thoughts and memories about that topic
through freewriting. Here, they practice “breathing life into their experiences” by
describing in detail a severed relationship, treasured teacher, or sanctified religion.
And so, students bring mindful looking and listening, remembering and musing to
their writing practice, for in order to breathe life into their experiences, they have to
see, feel, taste, hear, and smell that experience wholeheartedly—with mind, body,
and soul. When students reclaim their experiences by telling them, they invite
healing, for their writing is a testimony that empowers them by giving them a sense
of voice and agency. Furthermore, if students have readers, they also have
witnesses, thus helping to validate their humanity.
If students journal about their personal experiences every day for at least
half of the school year, they could accumulate enough personal narratives for a
memoir or spiritual autobiography, which illustrates their capacity to write long
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texts, as well as supports student voice and agency in the world. Freewriting also
has the potential to assist students in completing timed, standardized writing
exams, for they would have gained practice in non-stop writing, that though is a
practice in letting go, also helps writers to gain control of their words. In addition, if
teachers extend student writing practice to a “connected knowing” exercise wherein
after 10-15 minutes of writing students are allowed to share their narratives with
their classmates, then students will also receive a practice in empathy and
compassion for themselves and others, which therefore helps to foster an integrated
community. Furthermore, journaling regularly as a contemplative classroom
practice gives students a source to help nurture their self-exploration and healing
outside of school, where they are often met with crisis.
Poetry Writing
Many English instructors have already witnessed the challenges and
resistance that teaching poetry can impose on students who come to the English
classroom fraught with disdain regarding its often contemplative and mysterious
aura (Keil 2005; Linaberger, 2005; Skelton, 2006; Collopy, 2011). According to Billy
Collins, “[M]any students [have] ‘lingering anxieties’ about poetry . . . [because] the
way poetry is sometimes taught—as a critical thinking exercise mapping out each
strophe for meaning—can make poetry a chore, not a pleasure” (Collopy 20).
Although English students will eventually have to familiarize themselves with the
rhetorical and literary devices of poetry in preparation for assessments and higher
level English classes, as a contemplative writing (and reading) practice, students
and teachers can write poetry to practice training their attention, concentrating,
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letting go, and interconnecting with others, as well as for gaining the sheer esthetic
pleasure that poetry provides. Collins claims, “When we read a poem, we enter the
consciousness of another. It requires that we loosen some of our fixed moments in
order to accommodate another point of view . . . To follow the connections in a
metaphor is to make a mental leap, to exercise an imaginative agility” (21). These
cerebral activities that Collins says happen while reading poetry also occur when
students are challenged to write a poem, especially in a fixed form like the haiku.
When I teach poetry, I begin with an introduction to the three lined, 17
syllable38 Japanese haiku; it is accessible, and most students are already familiar
with the form, for elementary and middle school teachers usually include it (and the
limerick, cinquain, and acrostic) in their introductory poetry units. Instead of
providing students with samples of the traditional Japanese haiku about nature,
however, I use Sonia Sanchez, who said (during a lecture at the 2008 Zora Neale
Hurston Festival in Eatonville, Florida) that a good haiku can be read in one breath,
like a complete sentence. In addition, Sanchez’s haikus are neither about nature, per
se, nor are they as esoteric as the traditional Japanese form. Instead, her haikus
reflect her black experience, therefore illustrating for students the possibility for
exploring the self through poetry, despite its traditional formulas. Matter of fact,
much of the Civil Rights and Harlem Renaissance Poetry illustrate this “defiance” of
or speaking back to traditional forms, which showcases a writer’s desire for and
ability to obtain agency in fixed institutions (Reid, 2001).

38

The first and third lines in a haiku have five syllables each, while the second line has seven.
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Sanchez’s “Haiku” has always inspired my students to write and read poetry.
It reads: I want to make you / roar with laughter as I ride / you into morning. Of
course, the sexual implications of Sanchez’s piece alone encourages enthusiasm and
giddiness in high school student writers and may not be appropriate for some
classrooms, especially ninth grade students; however, once students get over the
sex, what students have claimed to appreciate about this particular piece, and the
few others we discuss, is the ease, the voice, the clarity, and the simplicity of
Sanchez’s work. They understand her. They can relate to her. They want more of
her, and others. And so usually, I proceed with showing students Russell Simmons’
HBO produced Def Poetry Jam, wherein they can actually see and hear a myriad of
people embody and assert themselves through spoken word poetry—a genre of
performance poetry that the 1960s Last Poets39 revolutionized.
But before we immerse ourselves in other types of poems and poets,
students write their own haikus so that they know that they can do it; so that they
know, that they, too, can write poetry. I begin the writing practice by asking
students to call out topics or words, and I write about five of them on the board. The
word love always shows up, which—I strongly believe—implies students’ desire for
it in their lives. America, school, democracy, and technology are also usual topics.
Students are then charged to write five different haikus about those topics, and I
give them about 20 minutes to compose. I compose with them. Without fail, when
students begin to write their haikus, I witness an enthusiasm for thinking, writing,
revising, and concentrating that I do not see in other classroom activities. During
39

The Last Poets were a group of poets and musicians who rose out of the Black Nationalist Movement.
Critics contribute their work to the spawning of hip hop music.
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that 20 minute space, besides hearing students counting out syllables, all one can
hear are pens feverishly writing across pages. Students are freewriting their topics,
concentrating on the subject and the form, letting go of words that don’t work,
striving toward balance by trying to carve out that one breath, one image recitation
that Sanchez says marks a good haiku, and towards the end of the writing, I often
hear students sharing their poems with their neighbors and/or asking their
classmates for alternative word choices; they are communing with themselves and
one another without my direction. In addition, many of the students start reading
their pieces softly to themselves, thus detaching themselves from the role of writer
so that via out loud reading they can determine if their haikus are readerly pieces.
After 20 minutes have passed, before I can ask for volunteer readers, student
hands shoot up, and in the spirit of lectio divina practice, (discussed in the following
pages), I direct them to choose one of their favorite haikus, to read their work
slowly, and to read it multiple times (usually so that their peers can count the
syllables). Listeners are directed to give their undivided attention to their
classmates and to ensure that each haiku follows the three line, 17 syllable form.
The responses are absolutely delightful. Students praise each other, they help each
other construct lines, omit and add words, and they always ask me to share my
work with them. Students are most engaged in writing, reading, listening,
cooperative learning, oratory, self-exploration, empathy, and compassion. In that
space, there is no black and white, male and female, teacher and student, gifted and
average, poor and rich. Through poetry, my class and I actually transcend our
differences and experience a rare bonding.
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Certainly, as Nikki Giovanni writes in Acolytes (2007), “Poetry is a good idea.
A good friend. A good neighbor” (26). Teachers can use it alone as a tool for
contemplative reading and writing practice, for poetry has been a source for
contemplation since the inception of humanity. “[F]rom cave to cyberspace, we
have chanted, sung, and written poetry to remind ourselves that short-term
obsessions must never displace questions of ultimate concern,” say Palmer and Ark
in Teaching with Fire: Poetry That Sustains the Courage to Teach (2003) (xix). And
so, since poetry has been “say[ing] no to destruction and yes to possibility,”
(Giovanni 26) it is a means of contemplation that can be regularly facilitated in
traditional high school English classrooms so that students, too, can become open to
the possibility of themselves as human beings.
Lectio Divina (Slow Reading)
As a former high school English instructor, I gave little attention to teaching
reading. Although the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) mandates
that English Language Arts classrooms facilitate reading, writing, speaking, and
listening skills—not just writing abilities—intentional reading, speaking, and
listening practice usually fell by the wayside, and I am probably not alone in this
self-assessment of my classroom instruction. I am not absolutely clear as to why
some English classrooms fail to offer a balanced curriculum wherein reading,
writing, speaking, and listening are purposely taught. However, I speculate that
because what should be taught in English classrooms often encompasses a myriad of
subjects that fall under “Language Arts,” some teachers, like myself, are unclear
about what skills should be the classroom’s focus (or just can’t find the time to cover
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every mandated skill). I also assume, especially in this current test-taking climate,
that because standardized tests emphasize writing success, English teachers are
being held accountable for students’ writing abilities, and therefore, writing
instruction has become their classroom’s focus. Nonetheless, since high school
Language Arts classrooms are intended to integrate all communicative approaches,
not just writing skills, by dismissing reading as a tool that assists writing
development and enhances one’s ability to communicate, I was doing my students
(as well as the texts that they encountered), a disservice.
Although required literature text books contained a multiplicity of poems,
short stories, novel excerpts, essays, and articles, in my English classrooms, students
and I quickly read through various works such as Alice Walker’s “Every Day Use,”
Shakespeare’s “Julius Caesar,” Sophocles’ “Antigone,” Audre Lorde’s “Hanging Fire,”
and Toni Cade Bambara’s “Blues Ain’t No Mockin Bird,” just to get to the writing
exercises at the end of the text. Exercises like “Recalling the Facts,” “Interpreting
Meanings,” and “Making Connections,” although encouraged some writing
development and reading comprehension, rarely inspired appreciation for either
practice. Instead, comprehension questions like these seemed to be the expectation
for class readings. Students expected to answer particular questions about assigned
readings—questions that became so mundane to student reading, that students
approached reading and writing about literature with the intention of defining
characters, plots, rising actions, climaxes, falling actions, narrators, themes,
antagonists and protagonists, archetypal figures, foils, and the like.
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Surely, such analysis assists students in reading comprehension, but the
academically rote discussions and writing activities that followed their analytical
reading usually failed to engage students with the transformative act of reading. In
addition, students were usually rushed through their readings, for the high school
English curriculum, along with other mandates, required that they accomplish a
number of assignments and benchmarks before the year’s end. However, making
classroom time for slowed reading practice, such as lectio divina, has the potential to
support academic requirements. Lectio divina is a contemplative practice that opens
a space for non-judgments, creativity, compassion, and community, while also
supporting contemplative writing practice. It, therefore, has the potential to
facilitate analytical reading skills, for lectio divina requires readers to slow down, to
repeat, to chew on and digest, to share, to listen, and to go through that cycle again
and again.
Historically, lectio divina, or divine reading, is a 6th century monastic practice
in contemplative reading; it is one’s thoughtful deliberation and musing over a
reading passage with the intention of seeking wisdom. Lectio divina is a “rich source
for an intellectual life not content to be merely intellectual,” says Maria Lichtmann in
The Teacher’s Way: Teaching and the Contemplative Life (10-11). She further claims,
“Lectio divina, as a method of reading sacred texts, seeks those underground
streams of the spirit that well up into the life of the mind. As monks see it,” she says,
“lectio divina begins in simple reading or listening, but opens gradually into
contemplation of divine mystery” (11). In other words, as a contemplative practice,
lectio divina, or slow reading, requires readers to read by way of their hearts in
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order to know objectively, as well as in connection with the self and others. It
requires that readers listen for understanding, appreciation, and/or direction in the
silent spaces that follow simple reading. “The idea is not to extract meaning from
the passage,” says Robert Haight in “The Classroom Is a Sangha: Contemplative
Education in the Community College” (2010). The idea is “to allow meaning to
accumulate with the passage” (34).
According to Father Thomas Keating in “The Classical Monastic Practice of
Lectio Divina,” lectio divina can be divided into two forms: monastic and scholastic.
The scholastic form was developed during the Middle Ages, while the scholastic
form is more ancient. The scholastic form actually derives from Greco-Roman
educational practice (Badley and Badley, 2011) and includes reading, reflecting,
responding, and resting as processes (see Figure B). The scholastic form of lectio
divina practice can be applied to a contemplative reading practice that assists high
school students with both reading comprehension and appreciation, while also
helping them to transform the traditional, often static requirements, of current
reading exercises. A contemplative reading practice such as lectio divina can also
help students to reconnect to and transform their selves, for reading, reflecting,
responding, and resting, says Lichtmann, “integrates the senses, intellect, heart, and
intuitive vision, in effect the whole person, making possible the continual deepening
that transformation involves” (12).
When practicing the scholastic form of lectio divina in a traditional high
school classroom, students can read in small groups or as a whole class. (Desks
should be arranged in a way that allows all students to see one another’s faces.)
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When practicing in small groups, however, reading clusters should be made up of
between four and eight students. The teacher assigns a student group leader who
coordinates the lectio divina process and facilitates sharing, which gives students
the opportunity to express their agency in the classroom by assuming the role of
teacher. This transfer of authority also assists students in developing trust within
their learning community of peers. A text is read out loud three times; each reading
is followed by 1-2 minutes of silence so that students can take in the reading and
share “the fruit” of their reading (valyermo.com).
The first reading, which is read twice, “is for the purpose of ‘hearing’ a word
or passage that touches the heart” (valyermo.com). When students find the word or
phrase, then each one silently takes it in and gently recites and ponders it in silence.
After the silence, each student shares the word or phrase that touched his or her
heart. Students do not explain how the word or phrase touched them, however.
Instead, they simply recite the word or phrase.
During the second reading of the passage, which Father Luke Dysinger claims
should be by a student of the opposite sex from the first reader, students “hear” or
“see” the author in the text. “Each [student] ponders the word that has touched the
heart and asks where the word or phrase touches his or her life that day,” he says.
In other words, students are encouraged to explain how and/or why a particular
word or phrase touched them. What experience(s) do they recall? What kinds of
emotions have been conjured? What insights have been revealed? After each member
has silently pondered such questions, each student shares what he or she has
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“heard” or “seen.” During this reading, time may be extended to at least five-ten
minutes.
Finally, during the third and absolute reading, a different student reads the
same passage out loud—which means that particular passage has been read out
loud four times already—and everyone is reading “for the purpose of experiencing
the author ‘calling us forth’ into doing or being” [author’s emphasis]
(valyermo.com). In short, students should ask themselves what they think the
author or the words are asking them to do or become. Students should be given
about five-ten minutes to complete this round of reading and sharing as well. In
total, lectio divina practice should not take more than 20-30 minutes of class time.
Dysinger notes that lectio divina practice traditionally concludes with each
person praying for the person on the right. Instead of praying, however, students
can thank each other for listening and sharing—a practice that cultivates an attitude
of gratitude, while further communicating trust and loving-kindness within the
learning community. Alternatively, lectio divina practice can conclude with students
journaling about their contemplative reading practice, including writing an
extended explanation of the word or phrase that they shared with their classmates.
In keeping with the climate of contemplative practice, this writing assignment
should be a freewrite, which could later lend itself to a more academic writing
requirement.
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The Process of Lectio Divina
Lectio (reading/listening)

reading slowly and attentively; gently
listening to hear a word or phrase that
is the author’s word for the reader that
day

Meditatio (meditation/reflecting)

ruminating on the word or passage that
speaks to the reader in a personal way;
taking a word and memorizing it; gently
repeating it, allowing it to interact with
the reader’s thoughts, hopes, memories,
and desires

Oratio (prayer/responding)

dialoguing with the author; allowing the
word that the reader has taken in and
on which she is pondering to touch and
change her deepest self

Contemplatio (contemplation/resting)

practicing silence; a reader’s ability to
let go of his own words in order to
enjoy the experience of being in the
author’s presence

Figure B. Above is an explanation of the four processes that inform lectio divina, taken from Father Luke
Dysinger’s “The Process of Lectio Divina.” For the purposes of adopting lectio divina into the secularized English
classroom, I have substituted the word “God” and “Christ” for “author,” not only in the chart above, but
throughout Dysinger’s explication of lectio divina. Also, the classical term for each process is italicized, while the
scholastic, academically appropriate term for each process is bold faced.

With a very few exceptions (Suhor, 2002) lectio divina is rarely, if at all, ever
considered in the traditional high school classroom setting probably because its
origins rest in Christian orthodoxy. According to Lichtmann:
We may well question the appropriateness of applying a
method of sacred reading to texts other than sacred Scripture.
When there is ‘nothing sacred,’ texts are just verbiage in what
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some have called the ‘hollow curriculum,’ a curriculum with
little reference to spirituality and religion. Yet, a method such
as lectio divina, introduced into these profane contexts, can
reverse this ‘no-saying’ trend. . . . The practice of lectio divina
can enable the objective to become subjective and thereby
transformative, to enter our being and become part of us,
without losing its objective status. (11-12)
In other words, through lectio divina practice, high school English students can
discover the sacredness that dwells within their authentic selves by entering into
any text. However, scholars advocating for lectio divina (Suhor, 2002; Badley and
Badley, 2011) suggest that teachers use classical literature to practice
contemplative reading. “We need to choose texts worth attending to,” says Badley
and Badley (35). “If we are to attend carefully to texts, they cannot be frivolous,
shallow, or inappropriate texts” (35). Luckily, high school reading lists and
curriculums are already complete with worthy pieces ranging from biblical excerpts
to Shakespeare, Homer to Chaucer, Chopin to Hurston, and Vonnegut to Angelou.
And so, during lectio divina practice, a teacher can choose an excerpt from these
kinds of texts and guide their students through contemplative reading of them.
I think, however, before practicing lectio divina with classical texts, teachers
will do well to introduce students to contemplative reading by way of daily quotes
and affirmations, for many students are already in the habit of carrying Bible verses,
song lyrics, or parents’ adages with them throughout their lives. And so, in a way,
students are already practicing the steps to lectio divina, for instance, when they
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tune into a song that makes them feel better about a break up, place that track on
repeat, and then hum or repeat its lyrics throughout the day. Therefore, by using
quotes and affirmations, lectio divina practice may not appear out of reach for some
students. As the year progresses, more challenging (academic) texts can be
integrated into the practice. Either way, integrating lectio divina practice into
traditional classroom settings will assist students in uncovering their contemplative
nature and applying it to academic requirements.
Furthermore, lectio divina practice can offer students an opportunity to
commune with literature beyond “Recalling the Facts,” “Interpreting Meanings,” and
“Making Connections” in order to satisfy a curriculum. It can allow them to
mindfully engage in texts in a manner with which they can make connections with
other human beings, while also making meaning of their authentic selves. In
addition, says Lichtmann, lectio divina practice has the potential to “serve as a small
weapon of the spirit in the struggle against students’ boredom, disinterests, and lack
of desire to read,” (11) for a student is given the space to enter into a word or
phrase for his or her own pleasure versus curriculum utilities. Moreover, engaging
in lectio divina practice gives students wrought by the fast demands of advancing
technologies an opportunity to simply slow down.
*

*

*

Freewriting, nature writing, journaling, poetry, and slow reading, are not
foreign activities. However, high school conditions often prohibit students and
teachers from engaging in these activities as contemplative practices, for traditional
schooling seems more concerned with product than it is with process. But if
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students are given the space to nurture the innate faculties that contribute to
creativity, focus, insight, and sustainability, then they will possibly be more able and
willing to meet the demands of traditional education. For, contemplative writing
practices have the capacity to support traditional learning by inviting students to
bring all of their senses to writing activities, thus giving them a sense of agency and
ability. Such empowerment and practice give students the techniques and agility
needed to approach and complete formal writing assignments such as research
papers and timed essay exams. In addition, contemplative writing practices provide
a reprieve from traditional English requirements that often deplete both students
and teachers.
Learning cannot and should not be limited to left brain thinking alone; it
suggests that schools are concerned only with half the student and not the whole of
him or her. It also indirectly transforms students into products versus humane
beings. Undoubtedly, by neglecting the whole student—her mind, body, and soul—
schools run the risk of increased student (and teacher) stress, burnout, and failure.
A lack of care for students’ whole person may foster depreciation for students’ selfworth. Certainly, reminding students of their humanity should be one of the
objectives of every classroom teacher’s educational philosophy. If teachers can
create a space for practicing humanity in the classroom, surely, the practice will be
carried to the rest of the world, making world peace more than an imagination.
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Conclusion: A Note to Teachers

“Good teaching cannot be reduced to technique; good teaching comes from the identity
and integrity of the teacher.”40
--Parker J. Palmer

I embarked upon writing a dissertation about a contemplative pedagogy
because I wanted to explore that teaching practice that made me feel so alive and
appreciated while a student in both Dr. Gurleen Grewal and Dr. Deborah Plant’s
classes. Although as a former high school instructor I had been awarded Rookie
Teacher of the Year, was promoted to teaching Gifted and Advanced Placement
classes, and was considered for the English Department Chair position, my
instruction was still hit or miss. At the same time that students professed their love
for my class, claimed that I altered their perceptions of poetry, and admitted that
they read their first full length novel under my facilitation, I had my share of bad
teaching moments.
Students complained and misbehaved, parents were upset, and
administration criticized. I have had to defend myself against student grievances,
make grade changes per principal request, and suffer the consequences of not
meeting state mandates. Teaching can be a tough position, especially when a
criticism of my techniques feels like a defamation of my character. “We teach who
40

From Palmer’s The Courage to Teach: Exploring the Inner Landscape of a Teacher’s Life. San Francisco:
John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 1998. 10.
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we are,” says Parker Palmer (1). And so, being a classroom teacher forces me into a
space where my private and public self meet, therefore making me vulnerable to my
students, their parents, my colleagues and administration. Indeed, teaching is risky
business. However, I love my profession. I love being a teacher, and so, after five
years of being in the classroom, I figured I would make teaching my career. But
before I committed to another year with the public school system, I needed to learn
more about my subject and of myself, for “[g]ood teachers join self and subject and
students in the fabric of life” (11). And I wanted to be a good teacher.
What I have discovered about my teacherly self since being an English
Rhetoric & Composition student at the University of South Florida is that I had no
teaching philosophy that undergirded my teaching methods. Though I was a young
instructor—not even ten years older than the students I taught—which enabled me
to forge relationships with them based on popular interests, I found myself
ineffective because I lacked a philosophical perspective from which to derive my
teaching methods. As a result, I tended to either set contradictory writing
expectations or require writing assignments that lacked integrity. If philosophy is
defined as a way of being in the world, then teachers who lack a teaching philosophy
do not know how to be consistent, purposeful teachers in their own classrooms. If
teachers don’t know how to move in their classes, then most likely their students
will have problems moving through the projected curriculum as well. The
disconnection between student and assignment and teacher and student
undermines the “good education” English classrooms aspire to deliver.
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After taking courses with Grewal and Plant, however, I discovered the
teaching approach that I wanted to adopt to my own classroom practices: a
contemplative pedagogy. It is an instructional approach to teaching that, as Rumi
illustrates in his poem, “Two Kinds of Intelligence,”41 invites the heart and the brain
into the learning environment. According to Rumi, “There are two kinds of
intelligence: one acquired, / as a child in school memorizes facts and concepts /
from books and from what the teachers says.” This intelligence is utilitarian. The
other intelligence, writes Rumi, is “A spring overflowing its springbox. / A freshness
in the center of the chest. . . . a fountainhead / from within you, moving out.” In
other words, the second intelligence comes from the heart; it is the non-utilitarian
way of knowing that projects intuition, creativity, and wisdom. According to
Palmer, “[t]he connections made by good teachers”—and I’d like to extend that to
“good people”—“are held not in their methods but in their hearts . . . the place where
intellect and emotion and spirit and will converge in the human self” (11). And so,
this contemplative approach to teaching that both Grewal and Plant used in their
classrooms provided a space for holistic learning, wherein students had the
opportunity to engage their intellectual, emotional, and spiritual self in traditional
classroom practices.
My college professors’ contemplative approach to teaching made me feel like
the classroom space was safe, sacred, and serene; that it was a free space where free
thinking was encouraged and self-exploration appreciated. My whole person was
invited into the learning environment with no ridicule, impatience, or defamation.
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And classroom assignments, particularly writing tasks, reflected the freedom,
serenity, sacredness, security, and exploration that class activities proposed. High
school students deserve such meaningful learning experiences; and teachers have
the power to help students achieve them. The only challenges—if one wants to call
these adoptions “challenging”—are for teachers to create the space for meaningful
learning experiences and to embody the mindfulness that undergirds a
contemplative pedagogy.
*

*

*

The meaningful learning experiences that my former college professors
made possible were grounded in mindfulness practices. Although secondary public
school teachers are overwhelmed with state requirements that take time away from
classroom instruction, “teachers possess the power to create conditions that can
help students learn a great deal” (7). Since mindfulness practices require only 1020 minutes of practice a day—consistently throughout the year—they will not
interfere with other mandates. With that said, creating a space for mindfulness
practice is an invitation for silence and attention training. Mindfulness practices
typically include 5-10 minutes of breathing meditation followed by freewriting.
Through my research, including being a student in contemplative classrooms
and participating in contemplative retreats such as Garrison’s 2011 Summer CARE
Initiative, 42 I have discovered that silence in the classroom is okay. However, prior
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According to its website, CARE for Teachers (Cultivating Awareness and Resilience in Education) “is a
unique program designed to help teachers reduce stress and enliven their teaching by promoting
awareness, presence, compassion, reflection, and inspiration - the inner resources they need to help
students flourish, socially, emotionally, and academically” (garrisoninstitute.org). It is a week-long retreat
held in a monastery in Garrison, New York, where teachers, principals, students, counselors, and the like
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to my research, silent moments used to feel embarrassing and scary, probably
because I rarely engaged silence in my private life. Silence in the classroom made
me feel like I was inadequate, boring, or that students didn’t have answers. Silence
was so uncomfortable that if I thought it would linger, I’d throw my students into
activity, or I’d put on jazz music to fill the empty spaces.
But after reading Marilyn Nelson, Mary Rose O’Reilley, Parker J. Palmer, and
Sondra Perl, I understand the significance of silence. In Marilyn Nelson’s “The Fruit
of Silence,” silence bears faith, love, service, and peace (1741). It nurtures the soul,
says O’Reilley, for silence “allow[s] the spirit to come home: to self, to community,
and to the revelations of reality” (3). “In silence more than in argument,” says
Palmer, “our mind-made world falls away and we are opened to the truth that seeks
us” (1993, 80). And according to Perl, silence is “felt sense”; it is that space out of
which images and ideas are suggested (2). Silence “point[s] us to what is going on
within us or to what lies beneath the words or to what lies at the edge of our
thoughts” (3). And so, silence helps to nurture the two kinds of intelligence that
Rumi claims human beings possess. Through silence, the brain can rest a while so
that it can be focused enough to take in more information, and the heart can receive
the nourishment it needs to foster creativity and wisdom. When a person rests in
silence, he or she is solicited by detachment, peace, quiet, and receptivity, and calm.

gather and learn how to apply mindfulness practices to their personal lives so that they can bring those
practices into their instruction.
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And so, I don’t have to fill up empty spaces with words—or even music. And
I don’t have to rush students into filling their moments of silence either. Instead, I
can, and should purposely make space for silence through mindfulness practices
that allow students to simply relax, be still, and slow down—which are rare
activities in this American culture that encourages ADHD behaviors. If students and
teachers are allowed to slow down and be with silence, then they may be more able
to accomplish school requirements. They would be calmer, less stressed, and more
energized. The brain would have received the break it needs from overthinking, so
that it can perform at its full capacity.
Certainly, had I developed my own mindfulness practice, creating space for
silence in the classroom would have been second nature, as has been for
composition theorists (Goldberg, Moffett, O’Reilley, Gallehr) who advocate for
mindfulness in the classroom and/or realize the relationship between meditation
and composing processes. In the introduction to her 1986 Writing Down the Bones:
Freeing the Writer Within, Natalie Goldberg recalls a conversation she had with her
Zen Master, Dainin Katagari Roshi:
Whenever I went to see [Dainin Katagiri Roshi] and asked him
a question about Buddhism, I had trouble understanding the
answer until he said, ‘You know, like in writing when you . . .’
When he referred to writing, I understood. About three years
ago he said to me, ‘Why do you come to sit meditation? Why
don’t you make writing your practice? If you go deep enough
in writing, it will take you everyplace.’ (3)
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Goldberg, and others, are writers and composition theorists who have years of
experience with Zen Buddhism, and therefore, are more able to approach the
writing process in regards to yogic and Buddhist philosophies of mindfulness. And
so, developing mindfulness practices in the English classroom would require
teachers to develop their own mindfulness practices outside of class. “[T]o teach
meditation, one must practice meditation,” says Moffett (246).
*

*

*

Recently while visiting one of my former high school colleagues, I was being
made privy to the many changes that were occurring in the public school system—
with student achievement levels, teacher requirements, and state assessments. My
colleague told me, though jokingly, that her son professed that he believed that
English teachers should be writing just as much as they require their students to
write. He said that English teachers should be engaging in cutting edge research and
publishing articles. I wholeheartedly agree.
To require students to engage in intensive reading and writing, while failing
to practice one’s own reading and writing skills on a regular basis, is just as
contradictory as not having a pedagogical foundation on which one’s teaching
methods depend. The art teacher practices her art regularly, as does the music
teacher and the mathematician. And so, too, should a writing teacher practice her
own writing. Therefore, if an English teacher chooses to adopt a contemplative
pedagogy, she should also assume a regular mindful practice in her personal life.
For, the relationship between writing and meditation will be made clearer for those
who develop their own mindfulness practice. Not to mention, “[t]eaching emerges
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from one’s inwardness” (Palmer 2). Students can detect a fraud, and fraudulent
behaviors can disrupt a teacher’s identity and integrity. If a teacher loses those two
things, she risks severed relationships with her students. Having students’ trust and
respect is vital to implementing mindfulness practices in the classroom, for
meditation in the traditional secondary classroom is still quite taboo, and therefore,
foreign to high school students.
*

*

*

Engaging in extensive research regarding contemplative education has
planted my feet firmly in the notion that a high school English classroom informed
by a contemplative pedagogy can help students and teachers forge a community,
create effective teaching and learning methods, and engage in meaningful classroom
activities. I have always enjoyed expressivist writing, thus my reason for embarking
on an English teacher’s profession. But when Zelda Glazer43 (during the Zelda
Glazer Writing Institute I attended over eight years ago) challenged participants to
use writing as a vehicle by which students are reminded of their humanity, besides
inviting journal writing and poetry into the classroom, I had no pedagogical
philosophy to substantiate my instruction. While my students enjoyed journal
writing and poetry, they were not necessarily being transformed by them alone; my
classroom space was contradictory.
However, a contemplative pedagogy makes possible a re-centering of both
students and teachers on heart matters that are necessary for forging effective
43

Zelda Glazer was a high school English teacher, a vice-principal, and the director of language arts for the
entire Miami-Dade Public School System. In 1971, she was voted ''Teacher of the Year'' for the state of
Florida. The University of Miami created the Zelda Glazer Writing Institute in 1986.
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student and teacher engagement. With a contemplative pedagogy, it is conceivable
that not only will students and teachers be academically successful reaching
required state mandates, benchmarks, and assessments—but also, by mutual
participation in the learning process and in consideration of matters of the heart,
they will return to an ethic of care that forms and informs humanity.
English teachers cannot teach transformation in the classroom. However,
they can make a space where transformation is made possible. By integrating a
contemplative writing pedagogy supported by mindfulness practices into the
traditional English classroom, students stand the chance of being transformed into
more loving human beings; they stand the chance of bringing all of their faculties
into the learning environment so that they can learn to exist in the world
unconditionally.
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